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Abstract

Aesthetics, athletics and art: a study of me
dance
In this thesis I present the findings of an interview-based, qualitative study of male
theatrical dancers. Specifically, m y central research question asked: what resources are
mobilised in constructing the subjectivities of male theatrical dancers? T h e primary
means for addressing this question was a series of interviews with Australian m e n w h o
are or have been employed as professional ballet or contemporary dancers. B y w a y of
background to these data, I considered the different ways in which male theatrical
dancers have been discursively produced over the last 300 years or so in both scholarly
and popular literature. In addition, 1 present a case study of Robert Helpmann,
Australia's first international ballet star. B y examining recorded interviews with
H e l p m a n n and the considerable newspaper, magazine and biographical literature which
accompanied his life, I argue that existing discursive 'explanations' of the male dancer
scarcely begin to reflect the complex interplay of aesthetics, gender and sexuality which
seem to have constituted H e l p m a n n the m a n and H e l p m a n n the artist. This complexity
is also a distinguishing feature of the analysis of the interview data that I present. In
particular, I suggest that while there is clearly n o male dancer 'type', the ways in which
male dancers constitute themselves and the reasons they give for being dancers can be
understood as part of what Foucault called the 'art of the self. That is, their subjectivities
are constellations of particular discursive resources and bodily memories which c o m e
together to form context specific personal styles. However, these styles are not simply a
matter of 'taste'; they reflect the dividends of social power which accrue to particular
kinds of m e n within Australian society, as well as, in s o m e cases, indicating sites of
resistance towards dominant notions of masculinity.

1

Acknowledgments

The work towards this thesis was generously supported by a Charles Sturt University
Faculty of Education seed grant. Parts of Chapters O n e and Four of this thesis appeared
in Gard (2001), 'Dancing around the 'problem' of boys and dance', an article published

in the journal Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, volume 22, numbe
This work would also not have been possible without the support, friendship
and love of a number of people.
I a m deeply grateful to the m e n w h o took part in this research, all of w h o m
were generous with their time and encouragement for what I was doing. Meeting and
talking to them was one of the many highlights of doing this work. I a m also grateful to
the people w h o helped facilitate the project, particularly Jeff Meiners, Julie Dyson and
Mark Gordon, w h o , more than anyone, got m e started. Although I cannot name them, a
number of people connected with two Australian dance companies were also
enormously helpful and, in a number of ways, m a d e this work m u c h easier to complete.
M y colleagues and friends in the H u m a n M o v e m e n t Studies Unit and Faculty
of Education at Charles Sturt University (CSU) in Bathurst have been a constant source
of ideas and encouragement. In particular, I want to thank Joan Fry, Carol Woodruff
and Mark McFadden for their patience and guidance during m y initiation into academic
life. Frank and Trish Marino's sound advice, friendship, hospitality and superb coffee
has sustained m e through many long and hectic semesters.
I have also greatly benefited from m y work with CSU's Centre for Cultural
Research into Risk and from m y professional and personal associations with Sharon
Pickering, Will Letts IV(!), Jane Selby, Ben Bradley, Katrina Schlunke, Julie Marcus,
Elizabeth Wulff, Rachel Hutchesson and Michael Howes.
In terms of whatever progress I have made in academic life, words cannot do
justice to the contribution of m y first Head of School, the one and only Judith Parker.
A s all those w h o come into contact with her know, one is never the same afterwards. I
have also had the good fortune of working for and with B o b Meyenn, the Dean of m y
faculty, w h o has been a wonderful mentor, a dear friend and a rich supply of gossip.
Both B o b and Judith, above all others, are responsible for infecting m e with an interest
in research and for creating the intellectual and temporal space for m e to pursue m y

2

interests, despite what Judith often described as the 'straightened times' within which
universities currently operate.
I am

indebted to Loughborough University's Department of Physical

Education, Sports Science and Recreation Management which gave m e an office and a
computer to work on this thesis during m y period of study leave in England and
Scotland in 2000. In particular, I a m grateful to M a r k Falcous (and the Leicester
'Riders'), John Evans, D a w n Penney and the Kirk and McPhail families for helping to
make this a productive and happy time.
While in the U K , I also spent time talking with Jane Pritchard, archivist with
the Rambert Dance Company, Ramsay Burt and Joyce Sherlock, each of w h o m made
important contributions to this w o r k
Jan Wright has been a model supervisor; generous in her praise, thoughtful and
forthright in her criticisms, speedy with drafts, always ready to listen and exchange ideas,
a w a r m and valued friend and colleague. While the ultimate responsibility for this work is
m y own, every stage in its production was facilitated by her patience and her calm and
insightful words.
I also want to mention m y friend, David Armstrong, with w h o m I began
tertiary study. Although our lives have taken different paths since then, his intelligence,
humour, humility, sense of adventure and clear-eyed view of the world continue (though,
sadly, not nearly as m u c h as I would like) to shape w h o I a m and h o w I think M y hope
is that our paths will cross more frequently in the future. Thanks also to other friends,
Andrew Harvey, T i m Thornley, Karen T h o m p s o n and Gia Franchi, w h o listened and
talked about this project with m e ; you are all in there somewhere.
Over the last three years I have been emotionally sustained by a strange
creature k n o w n to us in Bathurst as the 'Chibbit'. This brightly coloured, perpetually
cheerful m a m m a l has been m y constant companion despite the demands of its o w n busy
life and I cannot imagine h o w I would have reached this point without it.
T o m y beautiful parents, Beverly and Ralph, I can merely offer m y love as
thanks for our lives together which began (for m e ) with our chance meeting. There is
not so m u c h as an ounce of w h o I a m or what I do which does not bear the mark of
their unending care for me. This work is dedicated to them.

MG 2/11/01

3

Chapter One
A story
Michelle Magorian and Jan Ormerod's (1992) picture book Jump is about Steven, a
young, white, middle class boy, perhaps 5 or 6 years old, w h o wants to dance. H e
watches his older sister's ballet lessons and wishes he could join in. T h e authors tell us
that Steven wants to be like the other boys in the class - Michael, Joe and Barry. Steven
also loves to jump. H e jumps everywhere, even in his bedroom. O n e day he overhears
his sister's ballet teacher tell the class that ballet training will help them to jump higher.
W h e n he asks his mother to let him dance, she says that 'real boys don't go to dance
classes' (p. 6).
T h e next time Steven goes to his sister's ballet lessons he squeezes the boys to
see if they are 'real'. H e tells his mother that the other boys in the dance class are real, but
she is u n m o v e d and suggests that he take up basketball instead. This advice doesn't help
much. Steven's family has neither a ball nor a court and he is too young to join a team.
At the next ballet lesson, he is unable to just watch. Despite his father's attempts to
restrain him, he runs across the floor and joins in with the other children. T h e teacher is
so impressed by h o w high Steven can jump that she suggests he stay in the class. Steven
asks her if she can teach him a 'basketball dance' (p. 14).
Although w e are not told why, Steven's parents allow him to stay in the class.
T h e story then moves forward to the dance school's end of year performance, which
includes a dance about a basketball match. All the parents in the audience notice the boy
w h o jumps higher than the other dancers. Steven's father points out to another audience
m e m b e r that the boy with the big jump is his son. T h e audience m e m b e r says 'he'll make
a fine basketballer one day', to which Steven's mother replies 'he'll make a fine dancer
too' (p. 23).
T h efinalpicture of the book shows a joyful silhouette of Steven and his family
(father, mother and sister) against the m o o n , running across an openfieldon their way
h o m e from the performance. They are all holding hands. T h e four family members are
in a line from tallest (the father) to shortest (Steven), all off the ground, as if jumping or
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floating, except the father w h o is still touching the ground. Steven is higher than
everyone else. T h e picture has no accompanying words.

Locating Dance
I found Jump in m y university's library one afternoon. A s I turned the pages I realised I
was reading a story which hinted at the complexities which m a k e male involvement in
certain forms of dance an enduring, if evolving issue. This straightforward narrative of a
boy w h o wants to go to ballet classes draws together m a n y of the threads which are at
the centre of the question this thesis addresses. T h e story's focus is ballet, an activity
often associated with girls and w o m e n . But the narrative's denouement also rests on
particular treatments of highly contentious social terrain such as gender difference, the
male body, sport, athleticism, the family, 'normality' and performance. A n d as I will
argue later, these are all mediated through the unspoken lens of sexuality.
While I refine the question this thesis addresses below, in short it can be
expressed as h o w do males become theatrical dancers?1 In posing this question, I begin
from the assumption that 'becoming a male' is a 'project', something which requires
'work'. But in choosing theatrical dance as the focus of this research, I a m also assuming
that becoming a male w h o dances is a particular kind of project, requiring specialised
resources. That this is a reasonable assumption is exemplified by the 'work' done by the
authors of Jump. In order to transform Steven's participation in dance from something
his mother forbids into something his family celebrates, the authors link dance with
certain norms of male behaviour, sport and public success. While I discuss these issues
in more depth in Chapter Four, the assumption in Jump appears to be that dance is not
something which is associated with 'normal' males, and that the deployment of particular
discursive resources within a particular kind of narrative is necessary to render it
'normal'.
Thus, the story of Jump suggests h o w complex and fraught a project becoming
a male w h o dances might be. It draws our attention to the 'strangeness' and
'elaborateness' of codes of bodily behaviour which, for example, deem jumping in a
game of basketball acceptable, while jumping in the context of a ballet class or
performance as s o m e h o w deviant. Clearly w e are not simply dealing with the form of
m o v e m e n t here. W h e r e the m o v e m e n t takes place, with w h o m , towards what goal,
covered in what clothing and accompanied by what sounds would all seem to be
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amongst the~factors which enable judgements of this kind to be made, and Jump is an
example of the contextually specific ways in which the cultural meanings of a male w h o
dances are negotiated and produced. While a variety of meanings might be drawn from
the story, this thesis focuses on the significance of certain forms of dance in the social
construction of gendered identities.
It is important to point out, however, that I will not be concerned with trying
to 'decode' particular forms of movement, whatever their context. B y pointing to the
ways in which the meanings people give to dance m o v e m e n t can change depending on
its context, Jump reminds us of the difficulties of assigning meaning to, or drawing
meaning from, bodily m o v e m e n t in general, and dance in particular. A s W a r d (1993;
1997) argues, dance has the capacity to elude rational description to the point where it
can be 'everywhere' and 'nowhere'; something which large numbers of people do but
which is 'not strongly codified within the cultural fabric of our institutions or
interpolated within public discourse' (1997, p. 3). It is surely telling that a story about
dancing is called Jump, that w e are told nothing about the bodily experience of dance,
little about what dancing means to Steven, and very little about the spectacle of it. While
jumping is also a form of bodily movement, the authors are able to assign to it a measure
of 'rational' meaning; Steven wants to jump higher, although w h y he should want to do
this is not m a d e clear. A rational explanation for wanting to dance, other than its effect
on Steven's jumping, is not even attempted. A s W a r d (1993; 1997) might have predicted,
while seemingly central to the narrative, dance, the body and its pleasures escape
description in Jump. T h e story reminds us that moving into the realms of bodies,
meaning and identity presents us with highly complex questions about phenomena
which have, to say the least, proved elusive and problematic within rational discourse.
Finally, Jump also implies that the idea and practice of dance m o v e us to highly
contested sites of meaning production, where gender, bodies and sexuality overlap and
where these meanings can be urgent and raw. W h y is Steven's mother so adamant that
he should not dance? W h y is the resolution of the story conveyed, not with words, but
with the exultant silhouette of Steven's nuclear family? While I also return to these
specific questions in Chapter Four, for the m o m e n t m y intention is to indicate that, for
males, to dance is not simply to choose one form of physical activity over another. It is
also to position oneself in relation to a set of social meanings in which bodies never
simply 'are'. Therefore, in choosing m e n and dance as a field of research, I a m
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endeavouring to k n o w a little m o r e about the political w o r k that bodies do in the
construction of gendered identities.
But dance is not only political at the personal level. It has also been implicated
in the broader realm of gender politics in the West, particularly over the last two
centuries. In one of the few sustained qualitative studies into masculinity and Western
theatrical dance, Burt (1995) shows h o w male involvement and representations of m e n
have varied over the last 200 years in relation to contemporary gender politics. In so
doing, he explicitly rejects modernist and formalist approaches to dance making and
criticism which have attempted to portray theatrical dance as a non-representational
practice, free from and outside of history. O n this point, Burt is by no means alone.
There n o w exists a substantial academic literature which has historically and socially
located various dance forms (Dure, 1986; Dyer, 1993; Polhemus, 1993; Sherlock, 1993;
1999) and artistic movements within those forms (Banes, 1998; Novack, 1990; SanchezColberg, 1993; T h o m a s , 1995). Dance clearly is, amongst other things, a representational
practice, with its various manifestations located within specific socio-political contexts.
There is also evidence that theatrical dance retains a deeply gendered position
in Western societies today. Ballet classes for children are normallyfilledwith young girls
and female teachers (Griffiths, 1996; Sayers, 1997). Although w e might wonder about
the number of males w h o never m a k e their interest in dance k n o w n , it appears that
m a n y m o r e Western females enter elite ballet training instimtions than males (Wulff,
1998). Ruffell (1997), for instance, claims that aspiring Australian female dancers
outnumber males by a factor of nine,2 while Wulff s (1998) ethnographic work shows
h o w girls heavily outnumbered boys in England's Royal Ballet School, the School of
American Ballet and the Swedish Ballet School. There is also s o m e anecdotal evidence
that competition for places in dance training instimtions and professional companies is
m u c h less intense for male dancers (Van Dyke, 1996). Certainly, if job prospects were
the only consideration, w e might expect to see m o r e 'athletic' young males aspiring to
dance careers rather than, say, the ultra-competitive world of professional sports where
only a small percentage can expect to be financially rewarded for years of training. It also
appears to be c o m m o n for successful male dancers to have c o m m e n c e d training in their
late teens or early 20s, something almost unthinkable for female dancers and other
professional athletes.3 At the same time, m e n appear to be numerically dominant in
leadership positions such as choreographer and artistic director within professional
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companies (Burt, 1995; V a n Dyke, 1996), a point which, despite the higher numbers of
females at various levels, reminds us of the dangers of rushing to label theatrical dance as
a 'feminised' practice.
In summary, despite m u c h being made of a softening of attitudes towards male
involvement in theatrical dance (Barnes, 1982; Clarke & Crisp, 1984; Johnston, 1985),
males w h o pursue careers in theatrical dance still appear to be relatively rare compared
with females, and it remains a career choice which is seen by many as not conforming to
norms of masculine behaviour. Therefore, in asking 'how do males become theatrical
dancers?', I was proposing to learn more about the process of becoming a male dancer
in Australia. A s such, m y expectation was that this research would tell us something n e w
about the process of 'becoming a man', and something about the experience of becoming
and being a m a n w h o dances.
It is apparent that little scholarly attention has been payed to the experience of
male dancers. Within the growth of dance scholarship over the last 20 years, dance
research has, not unreasonably, concentrated on the experiences of w o m e n . Often
drawing on feminist perspectives, scholars have explored the ways in which the material
and discursive practices of Western theatrical dance forms have affected and been used
by w o m e n to challenge 'traditional' representations of femininity (see for example
Aalten, 1997; Adair, 1992; Arkin, 1994; Banes, 1998; Brickell, 1996; Cooper Albright,
1998; Copeland, 1993; Dempster, 1988; Fortin, 1998; Hanna, 1988; Novack, 1990; 1993;
Rimmer, 1993; Sayers, 1993; 1997; Sluder, 1998; T h o m a s , 1993; 1995; V a n Dyke, 1996).
While some of these sources address male involvement (Hanna, 1988; Novack, 1990;
Thomas, 1993), m u c h less is k n o w n about what h o w professional theatrical dance is
experienced by men.
There are at least two important reasons for this. First, as Dempster (1988, p.
15) explains: 'In the Western theatrical tradition, certainly since the Romantic era, often
termed "the age of the ballerina", dance has been closely associated with the female
body'. Both within ballet and modern/contemporary dance, this association has most
often been underwritten by the work of male choreographers with and on the bodies of
female dancers (Copeland, 1993). A s a result, scholars have sought to consider the ways
in which w o m e n have experienced and been represented in theatrical dance and to
explore its impact on symbolic fenoininity and the bodies of w o m e n , while also exploring
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areas of resistance within the art form (Banes, 1998; Copeland, 1993; Rothfield, 1988;
Sanchez-Colberg, 1993; T h o m a s , 1995).
Second, as the burgeoning literature on Western masculinities indicates, m u c h
of this w o r k has focussed o n social phenomena in which the social practices of m e n
have been seen as most problematic. Violence, sexuality, health, work, family and sport
are obvious examples of this. N o t surprisingly then, sustained social research into being
male in the context of Western theatrical dance is virtually non-existent.

A question
This thesis explores the process of becoming a male dancer within the context of
classical ballet and contemporary dance. Its aim is to identify s o m e of the discursive
resources which are mobilised by males in making sense of their decision to choose
careers in theatrical dance. This includes consideration of the relationship between
gender regimes in Australian society on the one hand, and the material practices and
discursive constructions of these theatrical dance forms o n the other. Broadly speaking
then, I a m asking 'what resources are mobilised in constructing the subjectivities of male
theatrical dancers?'. So just as the authors of Jump recruited certain resources to produce
a certain kind of male dancer, this research asks what kinds of resources do male dancers
use to produce themselves?
While I posed the question 'how do males b e c o m e theatrical dancers?' at the
beginning of this chapter, in this simplified form it suggests an attempt to build an
explanatory model or typology of male dancers, objectives which this thesis explicitly
avoids. B y expressing the question more formally in terms of 'resources' and
'construction', I a m emphasising m y theoretical orientation to this research which holds
that identity and subjectivity are ongoing projects which d o not happen independent of a
socio-cultural context. Nonetheless, there is a real sense in which what emerged at the
end of this research might 'feel' like a typology; I did form categories to help m e
represent the conversations I had with the dancers in this research, and it would be
disingenuous of m e to suggest that the research showed that any 'kind' of m a n could
become a theatrical dancer. This is clearly not the case.
I also avoided framing m y formal research question in positivist terms ('what
are male dancers like?') since I m a k e no claim about this research's capacity to 'capture'
the 'real' essence of m y research participants and indeed doubt whether any such essence
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exists. I was - m o r e interested to k n o w what male dancers say about themselves, rather
than trying to 'work them out'. However, once again, it is m y hope that having read this
thesis, the reader will have a feeling of having 'got to know^ these male dancers, as I
attempted to d o in conducting this research. But if this is the feeling the reader derives, it
must be seen as a product of the research, and not its explicit intention. It must also be
seen as knowledge which is not only partial, but fleeting, since a research report can
never be m o r e than a pale and static representation of the lives it describes. Instead,
particular instances of the process of identity construction are the focus of this research,
rather than a taxonomy of male dancers. T o borrow from Geertz (1973, p. 5), this is an
interpretive project 'in search of meaning', not an experimental one 'in search of a laV.
In order to answer this research question, I conducted qualitative interviews
with Australian m e n w h o are or have been professional ballet or contemporary dancers.
T h e analysis of these interviews is presented in Chapters Six through Nine. However, I
was aware that social practice always occurs within contexts which are, in part,
discursively constituted. Therefore, in Chapter Four I review popular and academic
Eterature concerned with male theatrical dancers. It is in this chapter that I return to the
story book Jump, and argue that the male dancer as 'athlete' and the male dancer as
'virtuoso' have been central discursive formations in the construction of a publicly
acceptable male dancer. In Chapter Five I consider the life of Robert Helpmann,
Australia'sfirstand arguably most successful male ballet star. Helpmann's life and career
as a particular kind of dancer suggest a very different process for becoming a male
dancer than that which emerges from other writing on this topic. In particular, as a gay,
slightly built m a n , H e l p m a n n became one of the world's leading male soloists during the
1930s and 1940s despite later being derided for bis lack of technical virtuosity.
Helpmann's historical context and the stories he and others tell about his life suggest
some

important

contrasts with

the hyper-athletic

and

increasingly

'heterofied'

constructions of m o r e historically contemporary male dancers. In short, Chapters Four
and Five help to locate the interviews I conducted with male dancers within the 'worlds
of dance' (Wulff, 1998) as well as their wider social contexts.

The specificity of dance
T h o m a s (1995) argues that a sociology of dance that ignores dance's 'specificity' as an art
form is inevitably incomplete. She claims that studies of art have tended to see its
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relationship -with society in reductionist, positivistic and mechanistic terms, thus failing
to account for what Marcuse called the 'aesthetic dimension'. She goes on to suggest
that:

The specific qualities of the art form or of the particular art
w o r k were not discussed, because generally speaking, the
nature of the aesthetic was not considered sociologically
significant, or was taken as problematic, (p. 18)
Thomas proposes that we think of Western theatrical dance as a 'reflexive body practice
which inheres sets of emergent meanings' and that a sociology of dance should seek to
'elucidate these meanings and thereby preserve dance's reflexive character' (p. 21). The

clear implication is that dance is not simply a passive reflection of the culture in which
exists. Instead, Thomas sees the act of dancing as capable of shaping the discourses and
material practices which constitute institutional theatrical dance. As such, theatrical
dance cannot simply be studied from the 'outside in'.
Dempster (1988, p. 15) makes a similar point, pointing to theatrical dance's
traditional association with the feminine:
Dance has been represented as a secondary, derivative and
minor art, an art which is not generative of its o w n meanings.
It has traditionally been defined in relationship to the maleidentified art forms of music and drama, and its
communicative potential, force and action is c o m m o n l y
misrepresented as being dependent u p o n those relationships.
In this (false) representation, the body is dispossessed of its
capacity for mindful action. T h e 'male' arts of music and
drama commandeer the space of mind and spirit; the female
identified art of dance is relegated to the nether regions of an
unthought and unthinking body. Dance m a y be the mother of
all manner of things but she cannot k n o w or speak of herself.
Ward (1997) also argues that social research too often attempts to understand dance

purely in terms of its disembodied social utility. As a result, the idea that we might danc
because it is pleasurable rarely rates a mention. As we saw in Jump, the pleasure of
dancing can easily and quickly disappear when the boy's desire to dance is understood in
purely instrumental terms.
While it is clear that both T h o m a s and Dempster are discussing studies of
'dance art' in the passages above, I draw from them a more general point about the
'body reflexive' nature of dance. My use of the term 'resources' in my research question
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indicates that I wanted to leave open the possibility that the physical experience of dance
would be an important part of the stories male dancers tell and that the act of dancing
generates its o w n meanings and stories. This indicates a desire not to limit m y definition
of 'resources' to biographical events or particular discursive formations. That is, I
wanted to avoid reducing the conversations I had with dancers to chronological
accounts ('first this happened and then that happened'), or causal accounts ('this
happened because of that event'), although I definitely did expect to hear these kinds of
stories. This was done, not to deny context, but to explore notions of 'embodied
subjectivity' and 'material' experience which have emerged as key devices in s o m e
poststructuralist analyses of the self (Connell, 1995; Gatens, 1996; Lindemann, 1997)
In simple terms then, w e might see this research as having two particular
concerns: what does it mean to be a male dancer, and what does it feel like to be a male
dancer? A s I explain below, I began this research with the belief that dance could be a
qualitatively different experience from other m o v e m e n t forms, such as competitive
sports or going about one's 'normal' (non-dance) daily life. This belief was based both
on m y o w n embodied experiences, and on other research with dancers (for example,
T h o m a s , 1993), in which the desire to dance is described by people in ways that rail
against the limits of rational explanation. I wanted to allow for at least the possibility that
m e n would talk about the experience of their bodies in non-instrumental terms, but
which still represented significant 'resources' in self construction. Thus, this thesis' main
question can be broken into two sub questions. These are:
a) W h a t discursive resources do Australian male dancers draw on to construct
masculine, dancing selves, and;
b) H o w do male dancers describe their experiences of dance, and what role, if any, did
these experiences play in the emergence of a dancing male self?

Clarifying the research question
While I explicitly spell out the theoretical assumptions which underpin this research in
greater depth in Chapter T w o , the broad ontological and epistemological paradigms in
which I locate this work can be simply stated. First, I ascribe to a subjectivist ontology; I
accept the existence of a world external to myself, but hold that unmediated knowledge
about it is impossible. Second, m y epistemological orientation is constructivist; all
knowledge about the world is the product of h u m a n interaction with it. Therefore,
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knowledge about the world which is separate and independent of h u m a n interaction is
not available to humans.
These assumptions have clear implications for the kind of research I see as
meaningful. Since I see knowledge about the world as constructed by people, m y interest
is in h o w this is done, as opposed to what concrete phenomena are being described
w h e n people construct knowledge. For example, I see the answer to the question 'who
a m I?' as having an answer only in social discourse. That is, 'I a m w h o I and others say
or think I am'. It is evident from this perspective that there can never be a definitively
'true' answer to the question 'who a m I?', if truth is to be taken as something that is
consistent across time and space.
Therefore, m y interest in researching male dancers was not to ask 'who are
they?, but rather 'who do they say they are?' and 'how is this answer arrived at?'.
Answering the 'how' question is also clearly linked to the question 'who do other people
(dancers and non-dancers) say male dancers are?'. In other words, in framing the
research questions, I assumed that w h e n I asked male dancers to talk about their lives,
they would draw upon pre-existing discourses, and use certain concepts, ideas and words
in order to construct themselves.
This raises the question of why the dancers would choose particular concepts,
ideas and words rather than others; what is at stake? A t the risk of pre-empting the
analyses I present later, it is worth pointing out that this thesis does not simply present
m y conversations with male dancers as unproblematic reflections on lived experiences.
Drawing on Connell's work (1987; 1995), I consider the kinds of investments these m e n
have in constructing themselves as particular kinds of m e n . O n one level I a m interested
in the pleasures of the body; pleasures which call people back to particular practices in
particular contexts. But as Horowitz and K a u f m a n (1987) suggest, there can be no
pleasure which is not mediated through social relations. Therefore, the notion of
investments also locates bodily pleasure within sets of power relations which shape
identity construction. A s I will argue, the stories told by the m e n in this research show
that it is not enough to say that they dance because it feels good; it is clear that pleasure
emerges from within, and is contingent upon, the process of becoming w h o they are.
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Defining 'theatricaldance'
In this thesis, I m a k e no attempt to explicitly consider the involvement of males in the
wide range of dance forms that exist in Australia. B y focusing on theatrical dance I do
not deny the significance of tribal/traditional, folkloric, ballroom, tap, experimental, rave
and other ethnic and social forms of dance. Rather, m y focus is o n those Western forms
of dance which appear to have been most at odds with Western masculinity. In fact, it is
the relatively low number of males w h o participate in theatrical dance in comparison to
the large numbers w h o dance in pubs, discos, raves and in other contexts which is of
interest.
A s deployed in this thesis, the term 'theatrical dance' refers to classical ballet
and contemporary dance. A s one of m y research participants put it, classical ballet is
something of a 'museum art form' and is, therefore, relatively simple to identify. Thus,
for the purpose of this research I was interested in m e n w h o dance or have danced for
companies w h o describe the work they do as classical ballet. However, the term
'contemporary dance' m a y not be familiar to all readers and, therefore, deserves a short
explanation.
A s I s h o w in Chapter Four, thefirstmajor instimtional split from classical
ballet occurred in thefirsthalf of the 20th century in the form of what became k n o w n as
'modern dance'. M o d e r n dance was pioneered by a number of mostly female dancers
and choreographers and is generally considered to be, amongst other things, a reaction
against ballet. In time, modern dance spawned a number of artistic off-shoots, including
'postmodern dance'. Like modern dance, the pioneers of postmodern dance were mostly
w o m e n . Choreographers such as Pina Bausch (Sanchez-Colberg, 1993) and Yvonne
Rainer (Copeland, 1993) were instrumental during the 1960s and 1970s in forging n e w
approaches to dance art, approaches which developed out of disillusionment with
modern dance and its failure to deliver freedom for w o m e n

from

the highly

institutionalised and codified forms and practices of classical ballet. A s Copeland (1993)
argues, m u c h of this work also emerged out of a particular historical context in which
some feminists found themselves suspicious of so-called 'sexual revolution' politics
which, far from liberating w o m e n , seemed simply to insist that they be m o r e available to
men. T h e work of Rainer, in particular, was explicitly 'anti-performance' and 'antitechnique' in its orientation and, in turn, inspired a number of female and male dancers
and choreographers w h o developed their o w n dance styles and choreographic practices.
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This historical legacy has created a situation in which clear distinctions between
modern, postmodern and other forms of Western 'art' dance are n o w difficult to sustain,
particularly in the Australian context where comparatively small numbers of people
dance for a living. Thus, theatrical dance practitioners tend to use the term
'contemporary dance' to describe non-ballet dance which, although having obvious
historical connections with 'modern dance', is seen as far more diverse than this term
implies. M y use of the 'contemporary dance' is therefore pragmatic.
There are of course dance companies whose work blurs the distinction I have
m a d e between theatrical dance (dance which usually happens on some kind of stage and
which people pay to see) and other forms. However, I would still strongly contend that
the term 'theatrical dance' is one which remains recognisable for m a n y dancers and
dance writers, and is certainly consistently used in dance scholarship (for example, see
Dempster, 1988; Sherlock, 1993; T h o m a s , 1995).

Connecting research questions and research method
There is afinalreason w h y the story I began this thesis with is significant; it is a story. A s
such, it is an example of a particular discursive formation or genre, in which people and
events have been organised to produce meaning. A s I will show in Chapter Three, a
considerable literature which both advocates and questions the use of story or narrative
in social research n o w exists, particularly within s o m e poststructuralist theories which
see the 'self-as-project' as an important area of study. In straightforward terms, m y
rationale for using research methods which deploy some of the techniques of narrative
inquiry rests o n the process of identity construction and meaning making I alluded to
earlier in this introduction. That is, by inviting people to tell stories about their life in an
interview, w e go s o m e way to replicating the process by which meaning making
'normally' proceeds; as dynamic and emerging out of interactions between people. I was
interested to k n o w h o w male dancers would reply to the questions 'who are you?' and
'how did you c o m e to be w h o you are?', to paraphrase m y research questions. With these
points in mind, let us briefly consider s o m e of the methodological options.
If meaning making is a process which happens as a result of interactions
between people and the social world, as I have claimed it to be, then it is probable that it
is happening all around us, most of the time. O n e possible approach to this research
might then have been to observe male dancers interacting with other people, perhaps
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within the context of an ethnographic study of a dance company. However, m y concern
was not to interpret the material social practices of m e n in dance companies, a research
problem for which ethnography would have been well suited. O f course, I could have
supplemented observations with participant interviews in order to talk to male dancers
about their social worlds. But once again, m y concern was less with what sense male
dancers m a k e of day to day life in a dance company, and more with the totality of the
experience of being a male w h o dances. I was interested in the construction and function
of stories in the process of identity construction, not a m o r e narrowly defined site with a
specific set of social practices.
M y desire for this research to have a degree of breadth also ruled out other
research methods such as reflective writing and/or m e m o r y work (Haug, 1992). Most, if
not all, of the dancers I interviewed in the course of this research were extremely busy
people, living in various parts of Australia. N o n e of them k n e w m e prior to the research.
Therefore, it was unrealistic to expect any of them to put aside an uncertain amount of
time to write a personal account of their lives, valuable though this would undoubtedly
have been. Organising times for interviews was also often difficult, and would have been
m a d e infinitely more so if I had insisted o n talking to groups of dancers together or,
indeed, single dancers on more than one occasion.
There is also the question of the nature of the 'data' I was hoping to obtain.
Prior to conducting the research, m y expectation was that the sexuality of participants
would be a significant theme in the conversations w e would have. A t the same time, I
also anticipated that the willingness of participants to discuss sexuality would be variable
and unpredictable. M o r e generally, asking someone to discuss their life potentially
involves them describing personal and, at times, painful memories. I wanted to give
participants the opportunity to talk about these kinds of events if they chose to, but I
also wanted to be in a position to be able to judge how personal or how painful it was so
that the potential for hurt could be minimised.
Underlying this desire was a degree of faith in m y o w n interpersonal skill and
an interest in the ways in which lives are storied in conversation. In short, I wanted a
significant part of this research to involve talking to people. This wasfirstlybecause, as I
have already stated, I expected and wanted m y conversations with research participants
to be personal and that other forms of data collection would not generate the kind of
data I was seeking. Second, I began the research with an orientation that valued talk; a
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belief that talk, amongst other discursive forms, is part of the stuff of which w e are
made. Third, I began with a belief that I was skilled at talking with and listening to
others. This is not to suggest infallibility, but rather that I saw this as a strength which I
felt could be utilised by choosing particular research techniques.
In summary, I concluded that one-off conversational, life history style
interviews with a cross-section of theatrical dancers (age, sexuality, geographic
background) was the most appropriate and feasible research design for this project.

Locating the researcher
This research is also closely tied up with m y o w n story. But as Morgan (1992) points out,
the sense one makes of one's life only ever happens in retrospect. In asking w h y male
academics might choose to conduct research into the social construction of gender and
draw on feminist scholarship, Morgan recognises that a range of possibilities present
themselves. These include experiences as a boy or young m a n w h o did not conform to
some or m a n y male stereotypes, early encounters with feminist scholarship and feminist
w o m e n , an ambition to further one's academic career by becoming 'pro-feminist', a
desire to be accepted by, and be amongst, feminist w o m e n , and even a deeply held
commitment to fostering social change. Looking back, I can n o w say that I was a boy
and young m a n w h o often found himself unable to earn a place amongst m y more
popular and, I assumed, less anxious peers. A s a young adult I was drawn to and
exhilarated by popular feminist writings, probably in part, it must be said, as part of a
self-fashioning designed to produce a certain kind of heterosexual m a n w h o would be
attractive to certain kinds of w o m e n . In this sense, it is difficult, even n o w , to separate
m y o w n desires from the feminist 'knowledge' about gender I acquired then and
continue to work with, knowledge which 1 stillfindboth seductive and convincing. A n d
it is true that adopting the theories of feminist scholarship has m a n y positive career
implications within a sphere of employment which was already, to say the least, 'male
friendly'. All these reasons are part of the story I would n o w tell to explain m y
motivation for doing this work.
Therefore, in turning n o w to the theoretical underpinnings of this research, it is
important to clearly state that I occupy multiple positions in relation to it. It is a piece of
work which is important to m y career as an academic, closely linked with m y
heterosexuality, connected to a politic of social change informed by feminist scholarship,
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and about an area of physical activity (dance) which I enjoy and wish I had been brave
enough to devote more time to w h e n I was younger. A b o v e all, I a m located within this
work as a white, middle class, able bodied man. Each of these elements shaped the
development, conduct and reporting of this research. W h a t follows, therefore, is the
product of a process of listening to a number of people's stories, including m y own.
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Chapter T w o
Pleasure, power and identity
Choreographers can and do ignore motivation, making no
explanation to themselves or others, but try as they m a y to be
abstract, they cannot avoid saying, 'I live, therefore I move!'
T h e cessation of m o v e m e n t is death, but before that the
dancer at least makes the minimal statement, 'I a m a live
h u m a n being.'

- Doris Humphrey (1959, p. 198)

This thesis is primarily concerned with the sense a particular group of people make of
their Eves in the context of a conversational interview. It takes as its starting point
certain understandings about the ways people produce themselves and construct
meaning. A s I alluded to in Chapter O n e , I assume that a person's sense of self is an
ongoing project, not tied to any pre-given essence and always incomplete. This project is
dependent on the existence of other people and a wider material world, without which
there would neither be the need nor the resources to construct a 'self. It is then possible
to talk about people constructing knowledge about themselves as a very day-to-day
enterprise, something that w e are all doing most of the time and which happens as a
result of our interactions with each other and the non-human world.
B y making the emergence of particular kinds of selves, in this case male
theatrical dancers, the central concern, I reveal an interest in subjectivity and identity. I
define 'subjectivity' to m e a n a sense of one's separateness from all other things in the
world, the sense that T a m an individual self in a world of other selves. I take 'identity'
to indicate the specific content or shape of a particular person's sense of themselves.
That is, identity is the answer to the question 'who are you?'. A s such, it is a dimension
of subjectivity since to be able to answer (or ask) the question 'who are you?' assumes
that I already k n o w that T exist. This approach to subjectivity and identity, which I
employ in this thesis, is neatly captured by Brah (1996, p. 123-124):
Subjectivity - the site of processes of making sense of our
relation to the world - is the modality in which the precarious
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and contradictory nature of the subject-in-process is signified
or experienced as identity. Identities are marked by the
multiplicity of subject positions that constitute the subject.
H e n c e identity is neither fixed nor singular; rather it is a
constantly changing relational multiplicity. But during the
course of this flux identities d o assume specific patterns, as in
a kaleidoscope, against particular sets of personal, social and
historical circumstances. Indeed, identity m a y be understood
as that very process by which multiplicity, contradiction, and instability of
subjectivity is signified as having coherence, continuity, stability; as having
a core - a continually changing core but the sense of a core nonetheless that at any given moment is enunciated as the T. (emphasis in
original)
A s Brah makes plain, subjectivity and identity exist only within relations. Thus, the term
'gender identities' refers to particular m o d e s of being within gender relations. They are
not attributes which people 'have', but ways of enacting various gendered subject
positions.
This approach to subjectivity and identity draws broadly o n the theoretical tools
m a d e available by feminist poststructurahsm and the notion of 'embodied subjectivity',
particularly as it is articulated within certain contemporary critiques of mind/body
dualism. F r o m the start, I assumed that a positivistic study of the biographical mechanics
of h o w males b e c o m e dancers, as if the research might s o m e h o w generate a 'replay' of
what 'really happened', was neither possible nor desirable. Rather, this research is
concerned with the discursive resources and the bodily experiences which are called
u p o n to generate explanations about a male's decision to be a dancer. M y intention in
this chapter is to provide a rationale for this approach and to m a k e clear the key
theoretical assumptions which underpinned the framing of the research question I
posed, the methods of data collection I used, and the analysis of this data.
In the next section I briefly describe m y o w n emotional orientation to social
research in order to s h o w that theory and m e t h o d are not simply intellectual matters, but
also ethical and political ones. This is then followed by a discussion of m y decision to
draw from feminist poststructuralism in approaching subjectivity and gender identity
construction.

Theory and emotion
In Chapter O n e I suggested that the overall question of this research could be loosely
stated as 'what kinds of m e n choose careers in theatrical dance?' I went o n to point out
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that although the theoretical underpinnings of this research m a d e this kind of question
untenable, it did, nonetheless, capture something of what I hoped to be the. feeling of this
work. M y personal motivation had been to find out what kinds of people these m e n
were. I did want to meet and talk to people. Although m y reading of poststructuralist
literature had prepared m e intellectually to doubt that there was a male dancer 'kind' to
be found and described, I was excited about the kinds of people I would meet and I did
believe that they would be special. I also hoped that I would learn something about the life
of a dancer, even though I was aware that I needed to be sceptical about treating the
research interviews as mirror images of irretrievably past lived experiences.
M y point here is that there is, for m e , a mixture of emotions in subjecting
h u m a n talk to a theoretical scrutiny which, almost by necessity, must distrust, or at least
be sceptical about, what is said. There is an inevitable sleight of hand
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interviews/conversations are treated as discursive 'data', a process in which the
respondent m a y believe they are being asked to 'tell it like it is' or 'was', and that they are
being believed w h e n they do so, w h e n in fact the words they use will be analysed as
imperfect reconstructions. This is not to say that there is nothing w e can do to preserve
a sense of the living respondent and the wholeness of the original conversation.
However, once the dialogue between interviewer and respondent is over, a number of
n e w and qualitatively different dialogues, which most respondents will have little if any
sense of, c o m m e n c e (for example, between researcher and recorded sound, between
researcher and interview transcript, and between researcher, supervisor and data in the
case of this thesis). Each of these n e w dialogues have their o w n conventions and
practices which call upon the researcher to be 'someone else'. A s the researcher, I
inevitably construct myself in different ways, whether I a m attempting to 'be' the
supportive and interested interviewer, the sceptical and alert analyser of interview texts,
or the writer of clear and fair research reports. In short, in the process of conducting
highly personal and, attimes,emotional interviews with real people, and then attempting
to make sense of them using contrived and complex theoretical tools, there is the sense
of having 'performed' for a number of different audiences.
But far from simply being a matter of the researcher's 'peace of mind', these
issues relate to the relations of power which are established between researcher and
researched. In simple terms, the right of participants to say 'who I am, using m y o w n
words' is unavoidably compromised. Thus, it is not simply a matter of a researcher
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speaking for others. B y making subjectivity the focus of the research the researcher
presumes the ability and therightto speak others - to say w h o they are.
This is not in any way to distance myself from the practice of social research or
the work I present here. However, it is to keep in view both the partiality and the
relations of power embedded in any theory of the self. It is also to remain aware of the
distance between theory and flesh-and-blood selves, and to point out that my desire to
manage this tension pervaded the theoretical and methodological decisions I made in
this research.
Therefore, my theoretical and methodological choices are connected to my
performance of particular researching selves, and my aspirations to respect and value my
research participants as people. These choices were not simply intellectual decisions
based on the 'facts'. They were also designed to manage, as opposed to resolve, the
ethical and emotional tensions this form of research generates.

Theorising the tension
Lemke (1995) seems to be grappling with similar issues when he refers to the problem of
developing theoretical tools for understanding flesh-and-blood people as the 'problem of
the subject'. He argues that this is firstly a problem of 'how to have an active creative
h u m a n subject which constructs social meanings, at the same time that this subject must

itself be a social construction' (p. 80), thus a rehearsal of familiar debates about struct
and agency. On the other hand, Lemke argues that:
In a deeper sense, however, the problem lies as much with our
desires as with our theories, as m u c h with our politics as with
our reasonings. W e desire the moral comfort that the
traditional liberal discourse of h u m a n individuality provides: its
defense of personal and intellectual freedom against the
pressures of social interests. W e k n o w , however, that the
discourse
of radical individualism
is fundamentally
incompatible with critical politics, constructivist epistemology
and social science. W e k n o w that it is a discourse rooted in
middle-class ideology and supportive of interests, privilege and
m o d e s of domination most of us reject. Nevertheless, w e have
tried, from early in this century, to re-create this object of our
desire within the n e w intellectual arena of critical social theory,
and w e call our inevitable difficulties in doing so 'the problem
of the subject', (p. 80)
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In the context of feminist dance history, Daly (1998, p. 82) also addresses the problem
of faithfully representing people in discourse. She asks:

Can't I find or construct a theory of cultural change that allows
for w o m e n as potentially productive agents rather than as
reproductive ciphers? M u s t I have to choose a m o n g equally
unsatisfying frameworks: ... one that denies everyone agency
(e.g., Foucault), and one, the default model, that denies any
cultural impediment to agency (e.g., the American Dream)? 1
In short, there are political repercussions for whatever theoretical tools w e employ to
describe and discuss 'the subject'. If w e over-emphasise structure, w e risk making crude
generalisations which erase individual people, as well as d o w n playing the potential for
change. If w e speak only of agency, w e m a y lose sight of instimtional and symbolic
power, and offer resources to those w h o would blame the oppressed for their position.
T h e problem for social researchers lies in the impossibility of conclusive or quantifiable
answers to questions of structure and agency with respect to the formation of
subjectivities and identities. For practical and ethical reasons, w e are never likely to k n o w
precisely h o w 'free' people are to alter the course of their lives or to generate alternative
interpretations of their o w n and other people's actions. This is certainly not to argue that
w e should not attempt to answer these questions, or that w e do not have sophisticated
tools at our disposal. Rather, it is to m a k e plain the impossibility of definitive, objective
truth about h u m a n thought and action and, by extension, social relations. But far from
nullifying the potential for politically engaged theory, if anything, the postmodern turn
has demonstrated that the theoretical decisions w e m a k e must be seen to rest ultimately
on political motivations, for there is no epistemologically neutral ground from which to
proceed. T o paraphrase Merleau-Ponty (1962), w e are condemned to politics.
In summary, I saw the problem of choosing appropriate theoretical tools for
researching the construction of subjectivity as consisting of emotional, political and
intellectual dimensions. Therefore, I chose theoretical and methodological approaches
which were sensitive to the emotional tensions I have described, to the politics of 'the
subject', and to the apparent intellectual complexity of subjectivity. A t the same time,
given m y interest in gender relations and the construction of subjectivities and identities
within these relations, I sought a theoretical tradition in which these concerns have been
central. With these points in mind, I turn n o w to m y decision to locate this research
within the theoretical frameworks m a d e available by feminist poststructuralism.

23

Feminist poststructuralism
W e e d o n (1987) argues that all forms of feminism have been concerned with subjectivity.
B y this I take her to m e a n that the general subordination of w o m e n within social
relations is partly achieved via adherence to the flawed notion of a universal, transhistorical h u m a n subject. Therefore, by destabilising the universal subject and exploring
the multiplicity of subject positions, feminists have sought to expose the ways in which
relations of power silence and conceal non-hegemonic positions, producing certain
groups w h o assume their view to be the only one that counts, and others w h o assume
their view to be worthless. However, W e e d o n claims that the desire for greater
theoreticalflexibilitythan structuralist accounts have allowed, and the rejection of the
unconstrained freedom implied by liberal humanism, call for of a theory of the self
which is historically and culturally sensitive while allowing for negotiation, resistance and
change.
There is also the problem of locating power. A s M c H o u l and Grace (1993)
argue, the 1970s heralded the beginning of a decline in the popularity of structuralist
Marxism and socialist theories following the failure of the 1968 student protests in Paris
and the inevitable discrediting of eastern bloc socialism. It was no longer possible to see
capitalism as the root of all evil, particularly given its apparently enduring support
amongst m a n y people outside of the ruling classes. Clearly, deciding w h e n , where, h o w
and to what extent social relations generally and gender relations in particular are shaped
by power have not been straightforward matters. According to Wearing (1996, p. 30):
The variety of explanations and the inability to agree on
ultimate causality or o n the primacy of patriarchy or capitalism,
or of the private or public domain are due to m o r e than
different theoretical orientations of feminist structuralist
thought. It reflects the reality of the variety of experiences of
gender construction for w o m e n in our society.
In other words, structuralist feminists have tended to emphasise the coercive force of
particular social structures, depending o n their o w n social location, rather than a
reflexive analysis of the self and its construction. These divisions were/are clearly
evident in the debates between white, middle class and black feminists (for example,
Aziz, 1992; hooks, 1982; Lorde, 1984) and between feminists of the developed north and
the global south (Mohanty, Russo & Torres, 1991).
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For poststructuralists, the weakness of structuralist feminisms, particularly
Marxist, socialist and radical feminisms, has been their emphasis o n the monolithic
power of men and masculinist instimtions over women .(Wearing, 1996). But Martin
(1988) also argues that while radical and Marxist feminists have critiqued and countercritiqued each other's failure to deal with the material lives of women, both forms of
feminism are susceptible to charges of abstraction:

The development of materialism necessitates approaches to
sexuality, subjectivity, and power that go beyond both
traditional Marxist and radical feminist analyses and can
provide a w a y out of a theoretical and strategic impasse in all
attempts to relate the abstractions patriarchy and capitalism. It
requires that w e suspend our commitment to our universal,
explanatory categories at least long enough to get at the
operations of power at their most material and concrete, (p. 5)
For Davis (1997, p. 11), these theoretical developments have meant that emphasis has
shifted from power as exploitation, coercion or manipulation
to the subtle, pervasive and ambiguous processes of discipline
and normalization through cultural representations. Given our
'embeddedness' in cultural discourses which define the female
body as inferior and in need of constant surveillance, it was
not surprising that the focus became collusion and compliance
rather than collective forms of (feminist) protest.
Davis is describing a move away from the structural to the cultural and from the general
to the particular. Therefore, the ways in which individual people come to think of
themselves as particular kinds of subjects or, as Wright puts it (1995, p. 8), 'the very
production of gendered subjectivities', have become key theoretical concerns.
According to Crowley and Himmelweit (1992), the necessity for a historically
sensitive theory of subjectivity has also tended to call into question classically

psychoanalytic theories of the subject because of their difficulties in accounting for socia
processes, historical change and the instability and complexity of power relations.
Instead, they claim that:
In exploring the politics of subjectivity many feminists were
influenced by the w o r k of Foucault. A s a post-structuralist,
Foucault's philosophical starting-point is that meaning cannot
be fixed because it is constructed relationally. (p. 236,
emphasis in original)
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For Foucauk, subjectivities are constructed in historically and culturally specific ways,
thus rejecting the notion of a constant h u m a n subjectivity, and in the process casting
serious doubt o n traditional history and the philosophical anthropology which had
characterised m u c h of Western thought (Philp, 1985). H o w could w e speculate about the
reasons for people's actions in circumstances very different from our o w n , or about
h u m a n nature itself, if the very notion of what it is to be a h u m a n subject is historically
and culturally variable? A Foucauldian approach to the subject also means the rejection
of the Cartesian notion of the rational, unified, self-reflecting and fixed self in favour of
a dislocated, contradictory and fragmented subject which is reconstituted in language
every time w e speak (Weedon, 1987; Wright, 1995).
T h e important point here is that, from a Foucauldian perspective, the
production of truth and the process of meaning making are social p h e n o m e n a and
constitutive forces in subjectivity construction. W e c o m e to distinguish and 'know 5
ourselves in discursive contexts in which only certain kinds of identities are possible.
Rather than being 'socialised' or taking on clearly defined, predetermined social 'roles',
people learn to 'position themselves' within webs of meaning (Davies, 1989). In this
sense w e can see w h y Foucault's theory of power is described as productive as well as
coercive.
However, in order to sustain the conception of a discursively produced
subjectivity, w e need to account for both the multiplicity of discursive positions available
to individual subjects, and the apparent consistency in social relations.

Discourse and power
Philp (1985) argues that discourse is Foucault's primary unit of analysis, and represents
the building blocks which m a k e particular systems of knowledge and, therefore,
particular subjectivities possible:
Thus, Foucault is not especially concerned with those
statements which are held as true in a given field of
knowledge. Rather, he is attempting to reveal the sets of
discursive rules which allow the formation of groups of
statements ... Truth for Foucault is simply an effect of the
rules of a discourse ... (p. 69-70)
Wright (1995, p. 8) draws on Foucault to define discourses as historically and culturally
produced systems of knowledge and belief 'that regulate the behaviour of individuals in a
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culture at any one time'. T h e choice of the word 'regulate', as opposed to 'determine', is
important here. Rather than elevating discourses to the level of active agents, they are
seen here as setting limits to what is knowable and thinkable. Furthermore, discourses
can have n o effect on people except through social practices (Weedon, 1987) which may,
in turn, be informed by constantly shifting discursive contexts. A n important feature of
this theoretical perspective is that the ways in which an individual writes, reads, talks,
listens and thinks are seen as important socially learned practices which bear the
hallmark of power relations as surely as the practices of governments and legal, medical
and educational institutions.
For feminist poststructuralists such as Martin (1988), Fraser (1989) and
W e e d o n (1987), this allows us to think of a multiplicity of discursive formations and
social practices which are inter-connected via relations of power. Furthermore, power is
not only dispersed, but also shifting, multi-layered and inextricably tied to knowledge
production. Rather than an obstacle to knowledge, power is the pre-condition of
knowledge. It then becomes possible to see claims about 'truth' as claims to power
(Philp, 1985). For the study of gender relations, it has b e c o m e increasingly difficult to
conceive of power as operating in an obvious, coercive or instrumental fashion, or to
make

clear

distinctions

between

oppressor

and

oppressed.

Instead,

within

poststructuralism analyses of power look more closely at the discursive contexts and
micro practices and relationships of individual w o m e n and m e n .
A n important focus of this research concerns the reasons w h y people choose to
take up different and even socially marginalised positions given the apparent dominance
of particular discursive 'truths' which would appear to mitigate against these choices.
Clearly, m a n y commentators see this kind of question, concerning the resistance of
individuals, as unsatisfactorily dealt with by Foucault. Philp (1985, p. 79) writes:
The problem is to understand why people should struggle and
what they should struggle for. O n Foucault's account, the
sheer recalcitrance of individuals, what he calls thek 'agonism'
or thkst for struggle, ensures that they will struggle; but he
offers us n o grounds for encouraging resistance, nor for
distinguishing between different struggles. T o m o v e from a
claim that explains resistance to a claim that justifies and
encourages it in certain contexts requkes that w e m a k e some
commitment to a conception of the h u m a n good, and this
usually rests on some view of h u m a n nature and h u m a n
subjectivity, (emphasis in original)
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This passage- also raises the question of Foucault's position on the existence of a thing
called 'subjectivity'. A s M c H o u l and Grace (1993) and Mansfield (2000) point out, this
question

points

simultaneously

to

Foucault's

fundamental

disagreement

with

psychoanalysis and to the theoretical possibilities his w o r k presents. Fkst, Foucault
rejects the static and prescriptive theories of subjectivity that psychoanalysis tends to
construct. In this sense, poststructuralism rejects notions of subjectivity which can be
reduced to an infantile psychic drama (or variations of it) or certain universal drives.
Second, Foucault's theories provide us with the beginnings of a framework in which the
relationships one has with one's self can be seen as dynamic, historically located and
enmeshed within relations of power/knowledge. While Foucault's scepticism about the
'existence' of subjectivity seems to have softened over time (Mansfield, 2000), his later
work o n sexuality and the ethics of the self does not argue that w e should dispense with
subjectivity altogether, but that its content is radically contingent rather than constant or
universal: 'it exists, it has a reality, it is produced permanently around, on, within the
body by the functioning of power' (Foucault, 1977, p. 29).
O f course, this does not dkectly address the problem of motivation or deske,
and it is here that psychoanalytic theory is often seen as having 'the edge' over other
theoretical traditions. For example, Hollway (1984, p. 277) proposes an analysis of 'the
construction of subjectivity in a specific area: heterosexual relations', which combines
the Foucauldian constructs of power and discourse with the notion of 'investments'.
Regarding her use of the term 'investments', Hollway writes:
I have had considerable difficulty finding a good term here.
'Motivation' connotes biologically determined drives or
alternatively individual needs ... 'Drive' gets its meaning from
psychoanalytic theory and reduces to 'instinct'. T h e terms all
express concepts which are subject to the weakness of
dualism. They are also subject to the related problem of
accounts of agency. For w h e n the forces propelling people's
actions have not been theorized as reducing to biology or
society, they have been seen as a product of rational decisionmaking. Yet, following our critique of the rational subject, a
term like 'choice' does not convey the complexity of causes for
action. I have chosen 'investment' because it appears to avoid
most of these problems, (p. 238)
Thus, Hollway proposes to explain the choices of w o m e n and m e n within heterosexual
gender relations by exploring thek investments in certain gendered positionings within
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discourses of sexuality. For example, she shows h o w the existence of two discourses, the
male sexual drive discourse and the have/hold discourse, positions heterosexual w o m e n
and m e n in oppositional, yet complementary, ways. Both discourses offer heterosexual
w o m e n and m e n certain kinds of power and certain kinds of pleasure. A t the same time
they also set clear limits o n the shape of heterosexual relationships, as well as the ways in
which people are able to explain to themselves thek o w n gendered positionings within
these relationships. She adds:

By claiming that people have investments (in this case genderspecific) in taking u p certain positions in discourses, and
consequently in relation to each other, I m e a n that there will
be s o m e satisfaction or pay off or reward (these terms involve
the same problems) for that person. T h e satisfaction m a y well
be in contradiction with other resultant feelings. It is not
necessarily conscious or rational. But there is a reason. In what
follows, I theorize the reason for this investment in terms of
power and the way it is historically inserted into individuals'
subjectivity, (p. 238)
In general terms, this thesis adheres closely to Hollway's approach to discourse,
positioning and subjectivity, and her formulation of 'investments'. Furthermore, I concur
with her argument that without theorising the tensions produced in constructing
gendered subjectivities, w e are left with the appearance of an unproblematic process with
an inevitable outcome. That is, w e have no reason for people to choose a particular
positioning within gender relations rather than another. H e r answer to this problem is to
employ the psychoanalytic concept of suppression and Lacan's famous catchphrase, 'the
deske for the Other is the deske for the mother' (quoted in Hollway, 1984, p. 249).
This is an unsatisfactory solution for two reasons. In a straightforward sense,
there isfirstlythe obvious question of combining Foucauldian and psychoanalytic
theories. While Foucault points us towards a focus o n material social practices and
relations of power, psychoanalytic explanations requke that w e rely on a model of the
'interior' mental life of the individual. While Foucault conceived the mental life of an
individual as an effect of power/knowledge, approaches like Hollway's see the external
and the internal as operating synergistically. Clearly, Foucault was relatively silent about
the structure of mental life, a point which reminds us that his theories leave m u c h to be
explained. However, it is the arbitrariness of psychoanalytic theories, that certain events
will structure the deskes of people in predictable ways, which I find most troubling.
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Second, at a point in which the material body has begun to attract considerable attention
in the social sciences, the deployment of psychoanalysis represents an unnecessary
abstraction and a retreat from a thoroughgoing social theory of embodied subjectivity.

Justifiably in my view, this criticism has particularly been levelled at the highly influen
poststructuralist work of Judith Butler (1990; 1993). Jackson and Scott (2001, p. 17)
argue that Butler uses

(the) familiar idea that the unknowable, unsayable contents of
the unconscious shape conscious thought and bodily action in
mysterious ways. W h a t is missing from Butler's analysis, and
what forces her back o n psychoanalysis, is any conception of a
reflexive, social, embodied self in interaction with others. O n
the one hand w e have the external, coercive constraints of
normative gender and heterosexuality and o n the other the
inner, largely unconscious psyche. Although Butler wants to
leave space for h u m a n agency, for the subversion of normative
gender and heterosexuality, she lacks the conceptual tools to
enable her to do this.
As Burkitt (1999) argues, Butler's work appears to do what Hollway (1984) tries to avoid:
to construct a theory of discursive determinism. While she shares Hollway's interest in
psychoanalysis, Butler's formulation of gender as 'pure performance' proposes that
materiality of the human body is only available to subjects through discourse. Burkitt
asks:
If the gendered, desiring body is a creation of the symbolic
laws and discursive taboos, w h y did these form in the first
place? W h a t would law or taboo have to operate against or
regulate if deske and the body are only ever constituted within
its confines? Left as abstract questions separate from an
account of the historicalfigurationsin which laws and deskes
have emerged (Burkitt, 1998), such questions raised by Butler's
work spin around in an endless ckcle of dualism, (p. 94,
emphasis in original)
Ramazanoglu (1995) and Burkitt (1999) both argue that there is little sense of the lived

material body in works such as Butler's Gender Trouble (1990) and Bodies that Matter (1993)
'Buder's writings submerge the bodily and the material beneath the text and autonomize

language as the precondition of all being, and, in Butler's case, of the material body itse
(Burkitt, 1999, p. 95). This is a similar critique as the one posed by Jeffreys (1996) who
sees Butler's notion of 'pure performance' as a form of liberal humanism. Jeffreys argues
that Buder's theories suggest that identities can be endlessly mixed and matched without
30

any reference to the structural and material constraints which shape people's, and
particularly women's, lives. Perhaps Turner (2000), in a thinly veiled reference to Buder
and other 'postmodern' theorists, captures the essence of this complaint most clearly
w h e n he points to the tendency of what he calls 'decorative theory' (p. xvi) to emphasise
the cultural at the expense of the social or, indeed, to lose sight of the social altogether.
At this point, it is perhaps worth returning to the quote from the
choreographer Doris H u m p h r e y (1959, p. 198) with which I began this chapter:
Choreographers can and do ignore motivation, making no
explanation to themselves or others, but try as they m a y to be
abstract, they cannot avoid saying, 'I live, therefore I move!'
T h e cessation of m o v e m e n t is death, but before that the
dancer at least makes the minimal statement, 'I a m a live
h u m a n being.'
Writing in the 1950s H u m p h r e y is commenting, ruefully it seems, on the tendency of
modern

choreographers

to

construct

more

abstract

and,

supposedly, less

representational forms of dance. This artistic m o v e m e n t in dance has given rise to the
term 'pure movement', the idea that dance might represent nothing other than the
physical form of the movement. I would argue that there is a congruence between this
choreographic aspkation, an aspkation which posits that a body could ever be 'just a
body', not representing anything, and Buder's theoretical construction of a body which is
only materialised through language. That is, the dance practices to which H u m p h r e y
refers were/are designed to strip away the very effects of language and narrative which
Butler says are the only means by which the body's materiality can be known. Butler
would probably reject the possibility of dance m o v e m e n t ever achieving this aim, but she
might sympathise with a sentiment which seeks to liberate the body from socially
constructed knowledge. In other words, both positions appear to reject the possibility
that a body generates knowledge of its o w n simply by virtue of its being. But, as
H u m p h r e y clearly believes, a body does not need language to 'know' and to represent. It
cannot help but speak and, for Humphrey, by being and moving in the world it speaks
of being a live h u m a n being. Following Burkitt (1999), w e might restate this by saying
that rather than the body only finding its materiality through language and discourse as
Buder suggests, it is the body's material reality and its interactions with a material world
which m a k e possible the existence of language and other symbolic systems. Thus, w h e n
Martin (1988, p. 9) writes: 'Foucault insists that our subjectivity, our identity, and our
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sexuality are" intimately linked; they do not exist outside of or prior to language and
representation, but are actually brought into play by discursive strategies and
representational practices', I would want to m a k e a clear distinction between the
suggestion that subjectivities never exist outside of representation, which I agree with,
and the conclusion that an accumulation of discursive strategies and representational
practices is all that subjectivities are, which I d o not agree with. In the following sentence
Martin writes: 'The relationship between the body and discourse or power is not a
negative one; power renders the body active and productive' (p. 9). W e might then ask
what powers are left to the body itself? Are its material capacities purely and simply
artefacts of social relations of power? In this reading of Foucault the body is truly
passive.
In summary, I a m suggesting that there is an alternative approach to the
question of investments and gendered subjectivities, as described by Hollway (1984),
which neither relies o n psychoanalysis nor discursive determinism, and which I elaborate
in the following two sections. This approach calls for a relational analysis of the body in
which subjective experience is never divorced from its discursive context, but at the
same time is not reducible to it.

The lived/relational body
Thus far I have argued that theoretical tools m a d e available by feminist poststructuralism
offer certain theoretical advantages over other forms of feminist theory because of thek
more subde treatment of power and the historical contingency of subjectivity. Moreover,
m y central theoretical argument in this chapter is that it is the notion of 'embodied
subjectivity' which currendy offers the most flexible and sophisticated resources for
understanding subjectivity and identity construction. But while embodied subjectivity has
emerged as an important area of study within poststructuralism, s o m e poststructuralist
accounts have failed to fully explore the ways in which a theory of the body might help
us to understand people's investments in particular discursive positionings.
A s the previous discussion suggests, perhaps the most serious criticism of
poststructuralist theories have centred o n thek emphasis o n discursive meaning, as
opposed to the material experiences of embodied selves. A s theorists such as Burkitt
(1999) and

Lindemann

(1997) suggest, this has left certain forms

of social

constructionism, and poststructuralism in particular, with acute problems in dealing with
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what w e might provocatively call 'the real world'. For example, w e might ask h o w a
particular identity feels (Gough, 1998), and although the reply would almost inevitably
find a linguistic form,2 the idea that it is possible to experience the world without
recourse

to

representational

practices

is

an

enduring

one, particularly

for

phenomenology. A s I have argued, purely discursive models tend to imply that the body
finds its materiality only through discourse and that it is drawn into the discursive world
by means of a process of inscription. O n e consequence of a body that exists only within
discourse is that it takes o n a passive and highly malleable character, something that
would seem to be at odds with the apparent limitations that flesh-and-blood bodies
impose o n our lives. In this respect, I agree with Connell's (1995) claim that theories
which privilege discourse have failed to overcome the Cartesian split between body and
mind, while making bodies the mere 'objects of symbolic practices but not participants'
(p. 60). A s Rothfield (1988) notes, Foucault, himself, clearly realised the importance of
the body and criticised Marxist theories which saw ideology as doing its work primarily
on people's minds. Instead, Foucault proposed that the body was a central object upon
which social and political power was exercised. But it is also apparent that this represents
a passive view of the body and one which suggests the material body is irrelevant to the
meaning making process.
This point is reminiscent of the one I m a d e at the beginning of this chapter
about using theory to describe people. Just as a constructivist orientation to ontology
does not capture the totality of h u m a n being, so too d o discursive analyses of gender
identity leave important things unsaid about being embodied. Turner's (1984, p. 8) often
quoted statement is apt here: T h e body is at once the most solid, the most elusive,
concrete, metaphysical, ever present and ever distant thing'.
According to Frank (1991), it is this very tension which fuels debates between
modernist and postmodernist epistemologies.3 O n

the one hand, the inescapable

materiality of bodies appears to confirm modernists' faith in a knowable concrete reality,
while postmodernists point to cross-cultural variation as evidence of thek flexible and
constructed nature. Just as postmodern epistemologies have tended to abstract
experience into a textual world, so too has the body emerged as an increasingly urgent
topic of theoretical consideration. A n d just as poststructuralism has tried to give agency
to subjectivities in the face of external structural power, so too has recent theorising
around the body attempted to save it from the passivity implied by a blanket textuality.
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Davis' (1997, p. 14) commentary on the 'new body theory' highlights what she
sees as its masculinist and disembodied shortcomings. She argues that theorising which
criticises Cartesian dualism and then says a little postmodernising will do the trick, tends
to be esoteric, overly cerebral and distanced from everyday experiences. She also notes
that s o m e feminist writing has tended to concentrate on the body as metaphor, and she
suggests that embodied theory needs to:

explickly tackle the relationship between the symbolic and the
material, between representations of the body and the
embodiment as experience or social practice in concrete social,
cultural and historical contexts, (p. 15)
In this theoretical m o m e n t , the notion of the 'lived body' as articulated by Gatens (1996)
seems a promising development. Gatens' analysis allows us to conceive of a multiplicity
of bodies in which there m a y be considerable areas of overlap between the experience of
different kinds of bodies. Drawing on this analysis, Lingard and Douglas (1999) suggest
that it is possible that female athletes m a y experience thek bodies in ways which have
more in c o m m o n with male athletes than, say, other females. While this seems a
speculative claim, it is supported by a small but growing literature of interview based
studies into female involvement in traditionally male sports (for example, Theberge,
1999; Young, 1997).
But if the notion of the 'lived body' is to be of any extra theoretical value, it
must provide tools which are not available within a purely discursive analysis. A s I
pointed out in Chapter O n e , in posing two sub-questions, I wanted to allow space for
descriptions of bodily experience and the specificity of dance (for which T h o m a s , 1995,
has argued) to speak for themselves. It scarcely needs pointing out that this is an
unattainable goal for a research reportfirmlygrounded in the conventions of the written
word and rational discourse, and particularly one in which the constructedness of
knowledge is a given. However, the concept of the 'lived body' insists that bodies have
thek o w n 'logic' (Lindemann, 1997), and I wanted to at least remain sensitive to the
possibility that m y interviews with dancers would reveal a trace of the specificity of
bodily experience. O f course, I could never be sure about the degree to which
recollections of bodily experience had been retrospectively overlayed with n e w
meanings. Indeed, it is clearly unlikely that this could ever not be the case. But I a m
flagging m y desire to honour the recollections of bodily experiences as if a residue of
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thek m o m e n t was discernible; to forestall, if only briefly, the analytical warfare of
discursive analysis.

Burkitt's bodies of thought
While Cartesian mind/body dualism has been criticised from a variety of theoretical
perspectives, overcoming it has not been a straightforward exercise. It has been a
particularly vexing issue for social scientists wanting to engage with the reality of the
embodiedness of individual h u m a n s without losing sight of the sociality of h u m a n
relations. A s Jackson and Scott (2001, p. 10) put it: 'It seems that the m o r e w e focus on
the body, the m o r e w e lose sight of the context; w h e n the context comes into focus, the
body fades from view'. However, despite its complexity, the problem of dualism is the
central theoretical motivation for employing the notion of 'embodied subjectivity' in this
thesis.
A s w e have seen, without recourse to the body, theorising about subjectivity is
prone to produce ever m o r e sophisticated dualisms, be they psychic or discursive.
Despite sociological interest in the body and its role in daily life, the body's passivity
remains a given for m a n y writers. For example, Giddens (1991) conceives of the body as
something to be worked o n as part of the reflexive project of the self. While it is difficult
to be sure about the ontological specifics of this argument, since they are not spelt out,
w e seem to be left with the idea of a pre-social body which is subsequendy shaped by
social relations.
T h e central problem seems to be the epistemological status of the material as
opposed to the discursive world. Clearly, the possibility exists for Foucault's work to
suggest a form of radical Cartesian doubt about the external world. If knowledge is only
available through discourse and webs of power/knowledge, what can I meaningfully say
about the feel of the chak I a m currendy sitting in or the computer I a m touching with
m y hands? A s O'Hear's (1997) critique of neo-Darwinist epistemology suggests, extreme
doubt about the efficacy of embodied sense data is shared by groups as theoretically
distant as sociobiologists and the extremes of social constructionism, and in both cases
mistakenly assume that reflective thought is the starting point of consciousness.
However, reflective thought, including thought about one's self and the existence of an
external world, can only exist within a community of knowers. A s O'Hear (1997, p. 32)
suggests: 'If this is right, then it will be mistaken to draw solipsistic conclusions from an
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analysis of one's self-consciousness or to attempt to found knowledge of the external
world o n introspectively available data'. Drawing o n Wittgenstein, O'Hear demonstrates
that reflective thought is impossible without the presence of a symbolic system such as
language. Therefore, a child enters the world of meaning by virtue of the pre-existence
of a community of language users:

We can now begin to see why sceptical reflection about one's
beliefs presupposes that one is akeady part of a language-using
community and w h y in a pragmatic w a y such reflection refutes
scepticism about the external world, and has akeady taken the
enquker one step beyond a solipsistic position, (p. 37)
In short, dissolving the material world into gossamer of language/discourse is a neat
trick, but a necessary precondition of being able to perform this trick is a community of
embodied language users.
In extending this line of argument, Burkitt (1999) brings together a number of
familiar critiques of Cartesian dualism and applies them to social action and relations
through a critical reading of Foucauldian and feminist poststructuralist theories of the
self. Burkitt conceptualises thought as 'embodied, social activity' (p. 7), and argues that
'we cannot separate the thoughtful activity that has previously been attributed to some
inner realm of 'the mind' from the social and material contexts in which such activity
takes place, including the means by which the activity is accomplished' (p. 8).
Fkst and foremost, this approach to the mind proposes that w e see it as an
effect of 'bodily action in the world' (p. 12), and not as a self contained and clearly
defined object. O f course, this raises the question of h o w the concept of 'mind' relates
to what I have defined as subjectivity. While this is clearly a question outside the scope
of this thesis, there is a useful and neat connection here between O'Hear's (1997) point
about the necessity of a community of thinkers for reflective thought to exist, and
Burkitt's 'bodily action in the world'; a connection which suggests that w e can m a k e the
following statement: the sense a person has that one is a self amongst others (as I have
defined subjectivity), is derived through a person's varied relationships within the world.
This relational view implies that subjectivity must be seen as inherendy dialectical and
consisting of n o 'fixed identities or essences' (Burkitt, 1999, p. 12). In other words:
Without the notion of fixed and given individuals with which
w e can begin an enquiry in absolute certainty, w e must focus
o n the series of interrelated systems in which parts make
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wholes and wholes m a k e parts, and neither can be seen as
having ontological priority. (Burkitt, 1999, p. 13)
A n d while there is m u c h here that is reminiscent of phenomenology, Burkitt's work both
develops and diverges from phenomenology in important ways. For example, Burkitt's
work reminds us that these relationships include our relationships with the symbolic
realm, but that these are only one dimension of embodied experience. Here he draws on
Elias' formulation of the 'three basic co-ordinates of h u m a n life; the shaping and
positioning of the individual within social structure, the social structure itself and the
relation of social h u m a n beings to events in the non-human world' (Elias 1991, quoted
in Burkitt, 1999, p. 13-14). Burkitt (1999, p. 14) argues that this formulation can be
likened to Foucault's three levels of h u m a n relationships: 'relations of communication,
relations of power and relations that transform the real'. However, it is important not to
think of these relationships as distinct, but rather to see all relations as multidimensional.
A s Burkitt points out, it is perhaps instructive that, of these three dimensions to
h u m a n life, it is to 'relations that transform the real' that Foucault devoted least attention
and which have been most conspicuously absent in poststructuralist theories of
subjectivity. In s o m e respects this can be seen as a hangover from the 'nature/nurture'
debates. But while poststructuralists often claim to have transcended these debates by
incorporating 'the body' into thek theories, there remains a reluctance to consider what
it means, in material terms, to be a body and to be ecologically located within a material
world.
For Burkitt, a relational view of the body/mind does not simply m e a n paying
attention to both biological and cultural analyses, but rather a rejection of the possibility
of being able to distinguish between the two: the 'processes of biological life can never
be separated from the processes of history and, at various levels, the two interact with
each other' (p. 24). For example, the fact that h u m a n male bodies tend to be larger than
female bodies cannot be adequately explained biologically or culturally, nor, importandy,
by beginning with one and then supplementing it with the other. Instead, w e need to
think of one complex and multifaceted bio-social process.
M o r e significandy in terms of the focus of this thesis, this view of h u m a n
embodiment leads to the conclusion that h u m a n relations are embodied relations. This is
clearly elaborated in Burkitt's discussion of social relations, embodiment and emotions.
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Here he argues that the 'central object of study in research o n emotions are
relationships, and that embodied practices and discourses are both structured by them
and also take thek meaning from them' (p. 112). Emotions are complexes that 'are
essentially relational but have bodily elements, as well as cultural elements, as necessary
components' (p. 112). For m e , this points to a simple and yet easily overlooked aspect of
h u m a n interaction and, therefore, subjectivity. It suggests that w h e n talking to people
about w h o they are and w h y they chose certain courses of action, it is important to k n o w
h o w particular identities, relationships and m o m e n t s in time feel. O f course, this is to
m o v e to the theoretically fraught territory of experience. But, as Burkitt argues, despite
its weaknesses, 'experience' allows us to acknowledge that people have different 'takes'
on the world and that our bodies are present w h e n w e interact with it.
Despite these qualifications, Burkitt argues that this view of emotion remains
strongly Foucauldian and poststructuralist. While discussions of emotion often suffer
from a preoccupation with differentiating between the 'inner' and 'outer' manifestations
of emotion, Burkitt wants to get away from the idea that emotions are an expression of
something inner. Rather, they are the product of relationships between people and are
registered o n the body. A s Gergen (1994, cited in Burkitt, 1999) puts it, emotions
constitute social life, rather than simply influencing it. Furthermore:
This also means that emotions are not based on introspection
through a cognitive scanning and interpretation of inner
sensations. Rather, sensation and thought can arise at one and
the same m o m e n t within specific social contexts as a learned
bodily response or disposition. (Burkitt, 1999, p. 116)
Here Burkitt is drawing o n Bourdieu to employ the term 'dispositions', not as
mechanical processes but as conditions which m a y or m a y not be manifest in particular
situations. Following Bourdieu, he argues that '(o)ne could say that a culture provides for
people an emotional habitus, with a language and set of practices, which outline ways of
speaking about emotions, and of acting out and upon bodily feelings within everyday
life' (p. 117, emphasis in original).

Power and bodily investments
This relational view of the body allows us to manage the serious difficulty Foucauldian
theorising encounters on the question of'human nature' (Philp, 1985). A s w e have seen,
structuralist feminisms have been susceptible to criticism because of thek tendency to
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postulate a unified explanation of gender oppression. But as Burkitt (1999) shows, an
identical weakness lies at the heart of Foucault's notion of 'agonism', a concept with its
roots in Nietzsche's 'will to power', itself heavily influenced by Darwin's theory of
natural selection.
Burkitt sees a fundamental contradiction in Foucault's use of genealogy to
show the multiple and disparate origins of things, while at the same time viewing nature
and h u m a n nature as having a single explanation, that of perpetual struggle. Foucault's
singular explanation, he argues, has echoes in Freud's incest taboo:

These notions of the origins of culture can be labelled as
'fictions of emergence' (Smith, 1994) because they are stories
that can never be referred back to any recorded events in
h u m a n bio-history. They are stories invented by the respective
philosophers to support thek o w n ideas about h u m a n nature
and contemporary society, (p. 30)
Although other accounts of bio-history might also be described as 'fictions', Burkitt
argues that w e should be careful about buying into fixed theories of h u m a n nature which
present particular views about the future and that w e should look to the findings of
archaeologists and palaeoanthropologists and build these into our theories. Early
humans did have conflicts, but they also engaged in a range of other embodied social
practices. Therefore, he proposes the concept of the 'artefact' as the unit of cultural
transmission. Artefacts include anything which 'affects the thinking body of humans' (p.
33). They are 'prosthetic' extensions of the body which m a k e 'possible n e w practices
and, through them, creates n e w capacities' (p. 33). Artefacts include cooking and
building tools, language, the physical shape and capacities of the body, and what Mauss
(1973, p. 75) called 'techniques of the body'. T h e 'artefact' allows us to think of the
h u m a n body and, by extension, h u m a n relations as having multiple origins, but at the
same time always located within the realm of social practice.4 In this light, the discursive
approaches of theorists like Buder begin to look severely reductionist. C a n sexual or
other bodily pleasures really only be seen as affects of discourse, or are they more
complex than this? Are our bio-socially derived anatomies of no account such that, for
example, any bodily practice could be experienced as pleasurable? I do not claim to have
definitive answers to these questions, but I a m suggesting that the bio-social histories of
bodies cannot be so lightiy excluded from our theories of h o w w e experience our selves.
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This is not to suggest the existence of pre-given bodily senses. Sense data are
not the basis of thought and, furthermore, need to be organised and differentiated in
order to be m a d e sense of, a process which takes place in bodily action. For Burkitt
(1999): 'Action and emotion, then, are the things that distinguish a m o n g the sense data'
(p. 75). This separation is never complete, so as w e form n e w relations with the world,
different forms of sensate experience emerge. This point highlights the ahistorical
shortcomings of phenomenology which tend to underestimate the degree to which our
sensate experience of the world is structured by social relations, and particularly relations
of power.
It is also crucial that this theoretical approach not be interpreted as suggesting
that bodily perception can be easily represented within language. T h e framework I have
outlined foregrounds questions about the relationship between 'embodied perception of
the envkonment and the cultural or artefactual forms of embodied knowledge (Burkitt,
1999, p. 36). O n c e again, there are clearly n o straightforward answers to these questions
and this thesis does not seek to address them dkectiy. However, Burkitt's argument,
which I take up in the analysis of the interviews with dancers, is that w e need to see
h u m a n experience as multi-dimensional. Borrowing from Haraway, he claims that bodily
perception is 'diffracted' by the 'meaning-giving properties' (p. 37) of artefacts such as
language.
T h e approach that I have described here also suggests the collapsing of
standard oppositions between the 'social' and the 'natural', the 'real' and the 'unreal', and
ontology and epistemology. It allows us to think of the body's relationship with the 'real'
material world in similar ways to its social relationships with other people. It does this by
holding that n o knowledge is possible without the body, and that rather than the body
being an extension of the mind, they are one complex reality. In terms of subjectivity, it
suggests that the knowledge and the felt experience w e have of our selves is also
embodied, and therefore shaped, though not determined, by the form and capacities
(such as for sensation) of our bodies. In Burkitt's terms, this means that w e must think
of our bodies as, amongst other things, productive. While the meanings assigned to bodily
forms and capacities are never pre-given, they are also not random, but rather produced
within social groups m a d e up of other embodied individuals.
While this theoretical approach suggests s o m e points of disagreement with
some feminist poststructuralist theorising of subjectivity, there can be no doubt that the
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questions of gender are central if w e are to 'embody' theories of subjectivity. A s Haraway
(1988) and Grosz (1993) show, the Enlightenment legacy of disembodied, 'objective'
knowledge, or as Haraway puts it, the view 'from everywhere and so nowhere' (p. 196),
attempts to conceal the gendered nature of knowledge production. Divorced from the
materially productive and socially signifying body, difference and, therefore, relations of
power have and continue to be erased in both the natural and social sciences. A s
W e e d o n (1999) documents, 'situating' or embodying the subject of knowledge has had a
tumultuous effect on social enquiry in general and has created n e w divisions within
feminist scholarship. However, the insights of poststructuralism d e m a n d that w e account
for the multiplicity of subject positions and gendered identities. B y focussing o n the
body and its knowledge, feminists have been able to connect the experience of
differendy located w o m e n and the workings of power in all its forms.
In summary, the 'lived/relational' body as I have described it here allows us to
retain poststructuralist notions of discourse, the invested positionings of individuals
within discourses and the dividends of power that certain positions m a k e available. It
does this without recourse to psychoanalysis and without the singularities of Foucault's
agonism or the discursive reductionism of Buder. It also moves beyond half-hearted
attempts to bring the body into play in social theory which suggest the existence of a
pre-social body and which simply reinscribe mind/body dualism. In taking this particular
theoretical view of the body, I a m making an important distinction between the presocial, an untenable concept, and the pre- or non discursive, a concept which holds that
h u m a n experience is not reducible to discursively produced meaning. Finally, I have
chosen the poststructuralist term 'embodied subjectivity' to describe this approach, while
recognising that it is by no means consistent with all poststructuralist theories of the
subject.
Although I have only discussed the conceptual relevance of 'embodied
subjectivity' to feminism briefly, it is clear that it has implications for understanding the
gendered positioning, or what I have called the gender identity, of individuals. Therefore,
in the following section I consider the relevance of this theoretical framework for
studying the gender identities of men.
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Gender and sex
A s I have said, and at the risking of homogenising a rich and diversefield,I chose to
draw broadly o n feminist scholarship because it resonates with m y o w n intellectual and
political orientation towards the social world. H o w e v e r imperfecdy, it remains the only
area of scholarship in which both the symbolic and material dimensions of gender
relations have been systematically questioned and challenged. A s Bradley and Selby
(2001) point out, despite decades of therapeutic work with children and w o m e n ,
'malestream' psychology failed to notice the widespread nature of men's physical and
sexual violence towards w o m e n and children, inside and outside the h o m e , within
Western societies. A similar point could also be m a d e about sociological analyses of
gender identity, which, prior to second wave feminism, tended to see m e n and w o m e n as
passively and (apparendy) happily 'socialised' into complementary sex roles (see Connell,
1995, for a discussion). So, as well as being overtly political, feminist scholarship can also
be seen as having brought greater intellectualrigourto theories of gender.5
Despite the enduring interest of the biological and social sciences in defining
femaleness and maleness, the case for essential differences between the sexes remains
singularly unconvincing. Feminist scholars have demonstrated h o w male and female
relations and behaviour have varied hugely across time and between cultures (Frazer,
Hornsby & Lovibond, 1992; Tong, 1989), and the ways in which gender norms have
shaped the knowledge claims of sociology (Smith, 1987; Wallace, 1989), history
(Boulding, 1992; Miles, 1988; Perrot, 1992) and anthropology (Martin & Voorhies, 1975;
Moore, 1988). In biology and psychology, where the search for 'essential sex' has long
traditions, similar critiques have been m a d e (in the case of biology see Bkke, 1986;
Bleier, 1984; Tuana, 1989; for psychology see B o h a n 1992; Segal, 2000).6 Proponents of
essential maleness, for example, have found agreement about which features should be
considered essential to be elusive. A s Connell (1995, p. 69) points out:
The weakness in the essentialist approach is obvious: the
choice of the essence is quite arbitrary. Nothing obliges
different essentialists to agree, and in fact they often do not.
Claims about a universal basis of masculinity tell us more
about the ethos of the claimant than about anything else.
Most damning of all, however, has been the inability of essentialists to be specific about
h o w m u c h of observable differences in behaviour (the existence of which is also highly
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contentious) 4s due to fixed features of the sexes, or the mechanisms by which these
features are translated into behaviour.7
In short, while I have argued that feminist poststructuralism provides the most
sophisticated theoretical tools for dealing with the complexities of subjectivity, in a more
straightforward sense, feminism generally has been instrumental in showing that the
shape of contemporary gender relations is neither universal nor permanent.

Towards a definition of gender and gender identity
Gender is one of the arenas within social relations in which identity and, by extension,
subjectivity are formed. Although this research does not consider h u m a n biology
explickly, I use

the term

'gender' in a manner

which

seeks

to

transcend

biological/cultural divides. I concur with the growing tendency of poststructuralists to
doubt the usefulness of the sex/gender distinction and therefore propose to collapse
both into an embodied notion of 'gender'. There are a n u m b e r of reasons for this.
It is clear that the sex/gender distinction performed an important function in
second wave feminist scholarship. It allowed feminists, particularly liberal feminists, to
point to the historical and cross-cultural diversity of women's social position and to
counter the assumption that 'woman' was defined and constrained by her body. Liberal
feminism argued that a female body should not stop w o m e n doing the same work as
m e n since m a n y so-called feminine and masculine characteristics were socially acquked.
In effect they were arguing that female and male bodies were of n o social account and
that culture was overlayed o n top of culturally neutral bodies.
Gatens (1996) points out that this left w o m e n either having to deny thek bodily
specificity or to take on burdens of domestic and paid labour in ways that m e n were not
requked to do. Gatens rejects the notion of a pre-cultural body, and instead sees the
body as lived in culture, neither preceding nor following it. W e are embodied subjects,
and w e do live with and in our bodies. Therefore, a distinction between our bodies and
our social practices no longer seems to offer the emancipatory potential it once did.
By mobilising the sex/gender distinction, liberal feminists also tend to accept
two propositions about bodies which no longer seem tenable. Fkst, while arguing that
gender refers to socially acquked characteristics, they accept that h u m a n bodies are
sexually dimorphous and that the categories of 'woman' and 'man' precede culture.
Second, they assume sexed bodies to be transhistorically stable entities.
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In countering the first assumption, Buder (1990; 1993) argues that the
categorisation of bodies into one of two sexes is entirely arbitrary and based o n a
normative assumption of heterosexuality. In a similar vein, Schiebinger (1993) and
Laqueur (1990) have explored the social contexts in which a dichotomous view of
anatomical sex has been researched and produced. In so doing, they show h o w anatomy
was and is anything but an ideological neutral enterprise. Indeed, it is has been argued
that s o m e non-Western h u m a n societies have and continue to accept the existence of
more than two sexes (Wilson, 1996). Biologists such as Fausto-Sterling (1992; 2000) and
Rogers (1999) also argue that regardless of whether w e define 'man' and 'woman' by
genitals or by chromosomes, h u m a n bodies simply do not conform to the artificial
nearness of dichotomous categories of sex.8
With respect to the transhistorical stability of sexed bodies, research n o w points
to an increasingly blurred distinction between biologically and socially produced
phenomena (Rogers, 1999), particularly where sex differences are concerned. This is
particularly true in endocrinology where the complex connections between hormonal
fluctuations o n the one hand, and envkonmental and social phenomena o n the other,
have undermined earlier 'discoveries' which purported to explain sexual behaviour and
functioning.
It is simply no longer possible to conceive of a pre-social h u m a n body. But
rather than reducing h u m a n experience of gender to that which occurs outside the body,
I adopt here an embodied notion of gender. I reject the existence of sex as an essential
attribute of bodies, while also appreciating that it exists as a significant social category.
Indeed, in choosing to research male dancers, I clearly acted as if sex were 'real'. But
while sex exists as a socially significant, albeit arbitrary, category for positioning and
organising people, gender refers to the arena of h u m a n being, to feelings and relations
within gender relations. This is not to suggest that gender is all there is, but rather to
suggest that gender is an ever present lens through which w e perceive h u m a n affaks. It is
inextricably linked to other interpretive lenses such as race, age and sexuality, but is not
reducible to them. Gender is concerned with the social production of 'sexed' bodies, and
with the generation and transformation of qualities deemed to signify masculinity and
femininity and the ways these are linked to, and experienced by, particular bodies.
However, like Halberstam (1998), I a m concerned that the term 'masculinity'
has been used almost exclusively by researchers to interpret what men say and do, thus

44

potentially rehearsing the very distinctions between sex and gender m u c h of this writing
has sought to avoid. Therefore, I d o not refer to the 'construction of masculinity' in this
research, as if 'masculinity' were a thing, like a body. Masculinity is not a thing to be
constructed, but a contextually specific collection of discursive resources which are
mobilised in the construction of gendered identities within gender relations. It is for this
reason that I a m uncomfortable with Connell's (1995) notion of 'masculinities', since it
suggests that in looking at the diversity that exists amongst male identities, w e are
looking at examples of masculinity. While it is clear that Connell recognises that
'masculinity' can be found in m e n and w o m e n , this simply serves to m a k e the use of
term 'masculinities' all the m o r e problematic. W e might then ask what prevents a group
of w o m e n from being seen as different 'masculinities'? If the answer to this question is
that they are not m e n , then w e are left with precisely the same distinction between sexed
bodies and qualities of gender that liberal feminists sought to emphasise. If, however, the
answer is that a group of w o m e n can be seen as 'masculinities', then w e might justifiably
wonder about what is gained by using the term. It would seem m o r e consistent to
describe diversity of identity amongst people as examples of embodied gender identities.
However, the distinction I m a k e here does not have the effect of distancing this
research from other work that has utilised the concept of masculinities. While I m a y
disagree about the n a m e w e should give the enactment of gender, a masculinity or a
gender identity, w e share an interest in the process of identity construction and it is this
which is of primary interest in this research.
Gender, then, is the arena in which gendered identities are constructed. Gender
identities are the various subject positions individuals take up within gender relations. A s
defined here, 'gender identity' attempts to bring bodies into the realm of social relations,
not by adding them to the social, but by conceiving of h u m a n experience as multidimensional.
Although I have stated m y concerns about the term 'masculinities', I would
claim that 'symbolic masculinity' is a useful rhetorical device. A s the masculinities
literature inadvertendy shows, masculinity has, for m a n y researchers, c o m e to m e a n the
qualities of m e n . Therefore, within cultures that treat dichotomous sex as a given, such
as Australia, people have attempted to define and justify the category of 'man' by
assigning to it certain qualities. T h e terms 'masculinity' and 'femininity' serve as rallying
points for a common-sense belief in the stability, coherence and the very existence of
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'sex'. But since sex is also a historical and cultural construction, then so too must the
devices used to try to pin it d o w n , 'masculinity' and 'femininity', be equally tenuous and
unstable. Therefore, I define 'symbolic masculinity' as a rhetorical device employed to
describe the qualities c o m m o n l y associated with m e n . A s a rhetorical device, its content
is radically unstable, political and contingent u p o n the discursive conditions in which it is
deployed.
T h e apparent contradiction embodied by m y simultaneous use and mistrust of
the term 'masculinities', is simply another example of the tensions implied by the
application of theory to people. It is a tension which demands compromises, whether
simply to operate socially in the world or in the social business of conducting research.

Sexuality and sexual preference
While this thesis is primarily concerned with what I have called 'gender identity', there is
simply n o w a y of isolating issues of gender construction from sexuality (see Carrigan,
Connell & Lee, 1987 and Crosset, 1990 for discussions). This point is evident in the
degree to which heterosexuality is taken as a given within dominant constructions of
symbolic masculinity. I define 'sexuality' in this thesis to refer to a component of
subjectivity. Just as I defined gender as an arena of h u m a n being, and as feelings and
relations within gender relations, I see sexuality as an arena of being within the arena of
sexual relations. A s with gender relations, I a m reluctant to m a k e definitive statements
about where relations that are 'sexual' begin and end, not least because an important part
of the argument I develop in this thesis is that a person's sexuality is a palpable presence
in activities which are often seen as non-sexual. Sexuality, like gender, is a discursive
construction w e employ to try to describe our experiences. It is not a 'thing' which a
person has or is, but a way of talking about social practices which are deemed to be
'sexual'.
I use the term 'sexual preference' to refer to the labels (such as straight, gay and
bisexual) which people assign to themselves. Thus, sexual preference is a m u c h more
limited term than 'sexuality' and is used only in connection with particular instances of
self-labelling or rejection of a label. In all other cases, particularly where I a m talking
about material practices, issues of subjectivity or relations with other people, the term
'sexuality' is used.
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Male bodies and gender relations
In the final section of this chapter, I turn to contemporary theorising about m e n and
masculinity. In particular, I a m interested in work which has been influenced by feminist
poststructuralism and the concept of embodied subjectivity.
It would be wrong to suggest that feminist poststructuralist theory has simply
been taken up and m a p p e d onto analyses of men. But it is evident that the language of
m u c h of the recent masculinity research has drawn liberally from poststructuralism. For
example, Collinson and Hearn (1996, p. 66) describe the hierarchical, relational,
contextualry specific andfluidnature of 'masculinities' thus:
The concept of multiple masculinities has been used to refer to
the temporal, spatial and cultural diversity of masculinity. It
tries to convey the w a y in which specific forms of masculinity
are constructed and persist in relation both to femininity and
to other forms of masculinity. Different masculinities are
embedded in relations of power, and particular forms m a y be
characterized as 'hegemonic' or 'subordinate' in relation to one
another. In turn these masculinities are not fixed, but
constandy shifting.
Connell (1995, p. 35) concludes his summary of the development of 20th century
theorising of gender and masculinity in the social sciences by claiming that:
In the last 10 years field studies in the industrial countries have
multiplied and n e w theoretical languages have been proposed.
There is n o settled paradigm for this n e w work, but some
c o m m o n themes are clear: the construction of masculinity in
every day life, the importance of economic and instimtional
structures, the significance of differences a m o n g masculinities
and the contradictory and dynamic character of gender.
These two passages remind us that the destabilisation of the unitary, transhistorical
subject has implications for studying m e n as well as w o m e n . T h e work of Connell
(Carrigan, Connell &

Lee, 1987; Connell, 1987; 1990; 1995), in particular, has

emphasised the contingent nature of male gender identities and the symbols of
masculinity m o r e generally. But as w e have seen, the insights of poststructuralism also
connect subjectivity with the use and experience of power. So just as poststructuralists
have pointed to structuralist feminism's failure to account for w o m e n w h o chose to be
wives and mothers, M c L e a n (1995) asks: w h y is it that within a society which affords
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greater power to m e n , m a n y m e n experience themselves as powerless? H e goes on to
argue that:

We need a theory of masculinity that speaks to men's
experience of themselves, while enabling them to honestiy
acknowledge thek complicity in the collective structures of
dominant masculinity and gender injustice. W e need a sense
that change is possible, and that it is going to be good for us,
as m e n , too. (p. 82)
McLean's suggestion that change should be 'good for us, as m e n ' highlights some of the
political questions raised by attempting to apply feminist scholarship to the lives of men. 9
W h y should change be good for m e n if they are akeady favoured? W h a t does 'good' for
m e n mean? However, McLean's central point appears to be that if sexist oppression is
experienced unevenly by individual w o m e n in specific social contexts, it is reasonable to
assume that the experience of power and privilege afforded to males in Western societies
will also be uneven. T h e dividend for being male within Western gender relations will be
manifest in a multiplicity of embodiments and gendered subjectivities. In short, there will
be a variety of investments in being particular kinds of males.
Prain (1998, p. 56) provides a clear elaboration of this point by suggesting that
the experiences of male embodiment need to be 'acknowledged in any properly convincing
account of h o w gendered identities are formed, sustained, and possibly altered'. Using
the example of male involvement in Australian Rules Football he argues that, while male
players m a y cognitively 'know' the rules, skills and etiquette of the game, this does not
account for what Prain calls 'bodily presence' (p. 58). That is, players also learn
embodied knowledge which is appropriate in certain situations such as celebrating
victory, suffering defeat or preparing oneself for severe body contact during play:
'Players learn very m a n y embodied moves, gestures, and "learnt" impulses as they find
out what it feels like to be a player' (p. 58). Like Prain, I would contend that bodily
knowledge of this kind is not easily conveyed or learned discursively alone and agree
w h e n he writes that these
elusive commitments often interfere with attempts to present a
rational account of the meaning of football for participants as
well as for spectators ... this learning represents a wide range
of pleasures, fears, behaviours and 'unconscious' impulses that,
although brought into being by the social institution of
football and its milieu and practices, initiates other effects and
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meanings in relation to a sense of embodied
identities, (p. 59)

masculine

It is also noticeable that his use of the term 'commitments' is similar to the notion of
'investments' I have developed in this chapter. Furthermore, by using the term 'learning',
he implies that a sense of the world is being acquked by the body or, in other words,
that meaning is being constructed. It is interesting to compare this claim with Weedon's
(1999, p. 107) defence of French poststructuralism:

This is not to say, as some critics have argued, that the material
world ceases to exist and is replaced by discourse. It is rather
to insist that the meanings of the material world are produced
within discourse.
But is Weedon's second, more ckcumspect poststructuralist claim necessarily a more
defensible claim than the one she rejects? Prain argues that bodies have knowledge, and I
have extended this to suggest that this is a form of 'meaning' which can be described by
discourse, but is not reducible to it nor formed completely within it. However, if 'bodily
knowledge' is deemed not to constitute 'meaning' then the claim that 'meanings of the
material world are produced within discourse' begins to look tautological, in the sense
that 'meaning' is being arbitrarily equated with 'discourse'. W e might justifiably ask
whether it is possible to refute Weedon's statement? D o e s bodily knowledge simply not
count as 'meaning' because it is embodied rather than articulated in language?
Furthermore, is the representation of this knowledge in discursive form the same thing
as the knowledge itself or, as I have argued, are they irreducible to each other?
It is important to reiterate that the preceding discussion is in no way intended
to suggest an essential, pre-social structure to Western gender relations, nor to erase
Foucauldian notions of the socially constructed and discursively produced gendered
subject. I have argued that male gender identities have n o essential content and, as a
number of authors have pointed out, are constructed in relation to symbolic femininity
(McLean, 1995; Wright, 1996): to be male is to be not female. For example, Gatens
(1996) points to the historical durability of such notions as disembodied male rationality
and its construction as both opposite to, and an antidote for, the unruly female body and
its propensity for wild emotion and krarionality. O f course, this particular binary is very
m u c h the legacy of the white middle classes whose cultural artefacts have tended to be
preserved and studied in contrast to those of less financially affluent groups. Research
into more contemporary constructions of symbolic masculinity shows the importance of
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other social dimensions such as class, race and age in structuring what comes to signify
hegemonic male qualities. For example, in Willis' Learning to Labour (1977), boys from
different socio-economic strata tend to value different kinds of intellectual and physical
displays in the construction of male identity (for more recent studies of the way social
class structures symbolic masculinity see Canaan, 1996; Connell, 1995; M a c an Ghaill,
1994).
Elsewhere, authors such as Wernick (1987) and Bordo (1999) have examined
the ways in which modern consumerism has recast the male body within mainstream
Western heterosexual culture as an object to be desked, decorated and, in effect,
consumed. However, shifts in representational practices have not necessarily jeopardised
the dominance of symbolic masculinity over symbolic ferruninky, whatever thek content,
nor the asymmetry of gender relations. Indeed, Bordo (1999) argues that the gradual
undressing of the male body in Western mainstream culture contrasts starkly with the
older and m o r e wide spread practice of commodifying female bodies. For example,
images of male bodies in advertising often suggest seriousness or assertiveness; that he is
presenting himself o n his o w n terms, that his body is active and not simply a passive
object to be gazed upon. In the cultural production of these n e w images of m e n , n e w
discursive spaces open up in which males are able to locate themselves. In simple terms
this m a y m e a n that a n e w discourse or aesthetic of male beauty has emerged and which
m a y be taken up by heterosexual males in the construction of n e w gender identities.
M o r e broadly, developments such as the commodification of the male body m a y also
precipitate a re-definition of taken-for-granted male/female difference as old markers of
difference relinquish thek significatory power. Whatever the outcome, n e w subject
positions always emerge within relations of power, such that n e w symbols of masculinity
and femininity do not emerge randomly, but are configured hierarchically. Indeed,
returning to the notion of discursive 'investments', it is this hierarchical symbolic realm
which, depending on thek social location, offers different m e n different kinds of
rewards, while at the same time provides a clue about the apparent fragility of male
identity. A s M c L e a n (1995) observes, m a n y of the important signifiers of m a n h o o d money, political power, physical strength, sexual performance - are continually under
threat or intrinsically transitory.
In summary, this brief discussion of masculinities research suggests that the
powers and pleasures, indeed the rewards, of being a particular kind of male are
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structured within specific social contexts. This extends particularly and crucially to sexual
relations and sexual pleasure. Indeed, poststructuralists, including queer theorists, have
argued that there is nothing inevitable about any category of sexual deske (Wallace, 1999;
Wittig, 1992). In m y view, this is a position which is consistent with Burkitt's
'lived/relational' body which holds that the material body influences the kinds of
practices which might be experienced as pleasurable, but says nothing about the
discursive production of categories such as homosexual or bisexual. A s I have argued,
the value of this approach is that it allows for the inclusion of the lived/relational body
within asymmetrical, socially constructed relations between and within genders. Thus,
Gatens (1996) argues that although bodies have n o essential symbolic meaning, they are
likely to be privileged sites of signification within h u m a n societies by virtue of thek
centrality to subjectivity construction.
In locating the lived body within social relations, Lindemann (1997, p. 73)
captures the central theoretical framework I have attempted to develop in this chapter
w h e n she writes:
On the one hand, I regard it as untenable to assume a natural
gendered body; o n the other hand, it seems to m e just as
imperative to recognise an inherent logic of the body and the
sensory reference of bodies to thek envkonment ... gender
difference must be fundamentally understood as a social form,
the local realization of which is broken d o w n by the inherent
logic of that which is physical or sensory.
In this chapter, I have attempted to s h o w that h u m a n s learn to operate and construct
meaning in the world as embodied subjects. Meaning is not reducible to discourse or
language because both requke a material context in which to operate. This is also to
argue, as with Turner (2000) and Burkitt (1999), that experience is not reducible to
discourse, the social is not reducible to the cultural and that the experiences of being
male or female are not seamlessly converted to discursive representation. A n d although
this is a point which seems uncontroversial, it highlights the reductionism of suggestions
that subjectivity and identity are formed entirely within discourse. This does not m e a n
that the bodies of m e n alone explain thek positions of privilege within Western gender
relations, and it is here that w e need to turn to the discursive production of 'truth' about
gender difference. O n the question of difference, I take from feminist poststructuralism
the value of examining 'truth' claims about gender and the relations of power that shape
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these claims and. the gender identities of individuals. But just as discursive contexts limit
what is thinkable and knowable, so to does the material world, including h u m a n bodies,
act as the limiting context in which discourses about that world emerge.
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Chapter Three
Taking account of gender
Earlier in this thesis I argued that an interview based study was the most appropriate
approach for the research question I posed. This was because of m y focus o n the
construction of gender identities rather than, say, the life-worlds of male dancers in a
company. In part, this claim rests on a particular deployment of the term 'construction'.
A s I described in Chapter T w o , by 'construction' I a m alluding to a process which is
embodied, ongoing and contextually specific. In this chapter I argue that the qualitative
interviews I used to address the research question allow us to glimpse this process,
which I described in Chapter O n e as the mobilisation of discursive resources, in action.
This is not to overlook the fact that there are m a n y other ways in which w e might
explore the process of identity construction and any number of data collection
techniques, besides the one-on-one conversation, that might yield significant insights.
But as I have akeady stated, for both practical and theoretical reasons m y interest here is
in talk and the embodied business of conversation.
However, m y claim about the appropriateness of an interview based study rests
on m o r e than simply matching m y research question to particular techniques of data
collection. This chapter also addresses the relationships between data collection, analysis
and representation. A s Sparkes (1995) and Coffey and Atkinson (1996) m a k e clear,
research in which decisions about analysis and representation are abstracted from or,
worse, 'tacked on' to akeady collected data is likely to be of questionable value.
Therefore, as well as describing the interview process, I will discuss issues such as m y
use of multiple analytic techniques, m y preference for presenting longer rather than
shorter data extracts in Chapters Six through Nine and m y decision to develop an
extended account of the life of Robert H e l p m a n n (Chapter Five). In short, I argue that
the analytic and representational decisions I m a d e flowed out of the same theoretical
concerns which informed the original research question and the selection of data
collection techniques.
This chapter also explores the emotional w o r k I did as the researcher and the
importance of this work in shaping the research product. I do this because I assume all
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research requkes emotional work of one sort or another, whether it be in the
performance of emotional neutrality c o m m o n in both the 'hard' and 'soft' sciences, or,
as in this case, where the researcher drew o n a variety of emotional resources during
each stage of the research.

'Bad' and 'usual' science
A s a m e m b e r of an educational research community which has embraced m a n y recent
developments in qualitative research methods, I have sympathy for Coffey and
Atkinson's (1996) rejection of the notion of a qualitative paradigm.1 M y unease with a
'qualitative paradigm' stems from the propensity of paradigms to slide into orthodoxies,
a situation not helped by what Apple (1995-96, p. xv) calls the 'trendiness' of qualitative
methods. T h e term 'qualitative paradigm' also suggests the existence of a bounded set of
techniques and that certain areas of social life can only be addressed via these techniques.
But as Silverman's (1993) review of this issue concludes, there is little that can be said to
definitively distinguish qualitative from quantitative research. For example, Silverman,
like Apple (1995-96), sees no reason w h y qualitative researchers, simply as a matter of
faith, should rule out any form of numerical data analysis simply because of its
association with the despised positivist. Rather, it seems m o r e defensible to think of
qualitative and quantitative techniques as deriving from overlapping research traditions,
and as having complementary potential to enhance understanding of the social world.
O n e consequence of increased interest in qualitative research methods has been
a critical rethinking of positivistic concepts such as 'reliability' and 'validity'. A s authors
such as Fine (1994), Haraway (1988), Harding (1991; 1993) and Oakley (1981) argue,
appeals to the 'universality' and 'objectivity' of 'science' conveniendy obscure the fact
that Western knowledge production was and, to a large extent, remains the preserve of
privileged white m e n . In Harding's (1992) terms, the problem for those wishing to m o v e
beyond these restrictive traditions becomes either one of 'bad science' (that w e simply
need to follow the scientific method m o r e rigorously in order to do research which is
less guilty of bias) or 'science as usual' (that the scientific method's masculine, totalising
tendencies are fundamentally incompatible with and, therefore, insufficient for
comprehending, an inherendy unstable world). But it is clear that both positions are, in
effect, different forms of positivism since they both imply s o m e underlying reality which
allows each to pronounce upon the shortcomings of the other. Harding herself argues
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that the tension between 'bad science' and 'science as usual' positions is not one w e
should expect or even wish to overcome. Indeed, the connections between what she
calls 'successor science' projects (of which, according to Harding, standpoint feminism is
an example because of its claim to be a 'truer' account of the world than traditional
science) and postmodern feminisms suggest ways this dilemma might be managed rather
than solved. A s she writes:

What is striking is how the successor science idea and the
post-modern scepticism of science are both embraced by these
[feminist] theorists, though the concepts are diametrically
opposed in the non-feminist discourses, (p. 347)
Harding argues that w e should 'learn h o w to embrace the instability of the analytical
categories' (p. 341) or, at least s o m e of the time, behave like positivists:
Nonetheless, we should continue insisting on the distinction
between culture and nature, between gender and sex (especially
in the face of biological determinist backlash), even as w e
analytically and experientially notice h o w inextricably they are
intertwined in individuals and in cultures. These dichotomies
are empirically false, but w e cannot afford to dismiss them as
krelevant as long as they structure our lives and our
consciousnesses, (p. 352-353)
It is not surprising, then, that a n u m b e r of writers have criticised standpoint and
postmodern epistemologies for lacking criteria against which to evaluate particular pieces
of scholarship (for examples see Morgan, 1995; Silverman, 1993). However, while these
critiques deplore the absence of stable criteria in postmodernism, thek alternative is an
inevitably vague reference to the 'truth' or, in the case of M o r g a n (1995), no alternative
at all. Therefore, I agree with Harding's (1993) strategy to retain s o m e notion of
objectivity while keeping a reflexive eye on its potential to lead us into totalising
conclusions. A s Harding (1991) also argues, the antidote to traditional science's 'view
from nowhere' is not the ultra-relativist 'view from everywhere'. Rather, it is the identity
and position of the researcher and his/her relationship with those that are researched
which needs to be explicated. Fine (1994, p. 70) calls this 'working the hyphen'; a process
which is not simply about describing the Self of the researcher and the Other of the
researched, but about exploring and eroding the fixed positions of Self and Other, and
the ways Self is inscribed onto the Other. This is not a complete answer to the 'crisis of
legitimation' (Sparkes, 1995) in what has c o m e to be called the 'post-positivist' era, but it
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does m e a n that there w e must talk about reliability and validity, in s o m e form, even if w e
choose not use these words.
Therefore, in this chapter I will speak of forms of reliability and validity which
are relevant to this research. I will speak of 'transparency' (rather than reliability) while
discussing ways I conducted myself and interacted with participants, since I a m
concerned to s h o w h o w the data was collected (rather than that someone else might
'reproduce' m y results). I will speak about 'credibility' in the interpretation and
representation of m y data (rather than validity), since m y account will be but one of
m a n y possible accounts (rather than the account). Finally, I will speak about 'fidelity'
(rather than objectivity), since I a m concerned that m y analyses be clearly and
demonstrably grounded in the contextually specific conditions of data collection (rather
than an attempt to extricate myself from thek production).

Searching for a question
At the beginning of this research, there was a pragmatic sense in which I chose to avoid
engaging in research with or about groups which would traditionally be seen as
oppressed. I had naively contemplated research with indigenous Australians and female
athletes and, for a time, assured myself that if any white male could sensitively explore
these areas, it was m e . After all, prior to beginning m y life as an academic, I had been a
school teacher of indigenous children and left leaning reader of popular feminism. Surely
now, as an academic, I needed to 'make a difference'?
Through literature and conversation I began to learn about the meaning of
academic exploitation and the politics of researching the Other. At the same time I still
wanted to work with people. That is, I had n o interest in testing, measuring, counting or
observing them; I wanted it to be interpersonal. T h e question was h o w to do this
ethically and 'safely'. T h e decision 1 m a d e was to research people w h o were, in some
sense, like m e .
In hindsight, it is clear to m e n o w that this dilemma could have been managed
in other ways. But in accounting for the methods I used in this research, one point,
above all others, remains central. It is that m y personal aspkations (to be awarded a
P h D ) , preferences (to do research that engaged with people on a personal level), fears
(of doing research which was unnecessarily exploitative) and social positionings (male,
white, heterosexual, middle class) were significant in m y choice of research methods. So
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while I have-akeady m a d e the case for the significance of the research question I posed,
and the appropriateness of using conversational interviews to address it, it needs to be
acknowledged that this research was framed and carried out in a manner which centred
around m y membership of a number of dominant social groupings.
In straightforward terms, I wanted to ask male dancers 'who are you' and 'how
did you c o m e to be w h o you are', but as I s h o w in thefirstpart of this chapter, these
two questions are not easily separated and can be seen as constitutive of m y main
research question: what resources are mobilised in constructing the identities of male
theatrical dancers?
M y approach to these questions took particular ontological and epistemological
assumptions as central. T h efirstquestion, 'who are you', assumes that an answer to this
question is possible and that the person to w h o m the question is directed experiences
themselves as a differentiated, autonomous subject. This ontological assumption
connects with the poststructuralist theories of subjectivity which I outlined in Chapter
T w o . That is, I did not use conversational interviews simply as stages for the
performance of pre-existing selves. Rather, I saw conversations as social events in which
selves emerge and are enacted.
T h e second question, 'how did you c o m e to be w h o you are', also assumes that
there is no pre-given 'who' to be located. But whereas thefirstquestion has ontological
implications, involving subjectivity, the second is m o r e epistemological in nature and
alerted m e to the processual nature of identity construction and what in Chapter T w o I
called a 'particular theory of knowledge'. In rejecting a pre-given identity, this second
question did not seek to establish the truthfulness or otherwise of each research
participant's account of thek life's trajectory. Instead, it sought to investigate instances of
identity construction through conversation in which the researcher was an active
participant. Rather than seeing m y involvement as a limitation, I argue throughout this
chapter that it was integral to the production of knowledge in this context.
In the next section I s h o w h o w tighdy linked these two questions are. In so
doing, I m a k e the case that a combination of conversational interviews and analytic tools
drawn from a variety of qualitative traditions represented an appropriate method for
addressing them.
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A conversation
A s I have akeady argued, within a poststructuralist framework it is not possible to think
about subjectivities or identities as bounded 'things'. They are not objects w e can capture
and bracket off from thek context and be sure that w e 'have' them. But they are
relational concepts for which w e can construct definitions and use to tell particular
stories and convey certain meanings. They do seem to have some purchase on the lived
world. For example, the question 'who are you' is one that people seem prepared to ask
in.the expectation that an answer is possible, and one which people generally seem able
to answer. If asked, I would probably answer by saying 'I'm Michael', and in so doing,
imply that there is an answer and that I have given the 'right' one. But if m y questioner
then asked m e 'is that all?', I would probably decide that 'Michael' did not completely
capture w h o I was and that there was, in fact, m u c h more to tell. So it turns out that 'I'm
Michael' was not a particularly adequate answer after all since it left so m u c h of 'who I
am' unsaid. W e r e the person sufficientiy patient and interested, I would probably go on
to tell them m a n y other things. I would probably mention m y age, m y occupation, where
I lived and other information which 'categorised' m e . If they were still listening, I would
find it difficult not to tell the person other more personal information such as where I
grew up and how I came tofitinto these categories. If the person still wanted to k n o w
more about 'who' I was, I might confide that I was an adopted child, w h y m y parents
could not have children, w h e n and h o w I found this out and h o w I believed this has
shaped m y life. I would do this because it is important to m y sense of w h o I am; because
of m y sense that the aspkations and actions of m y parents created 'Michael', not in a
biological sense, but in the sense that 'Michael' is part of them, that without them 'he'
would not exist. M y story would also surely be incomplete without mentioning that m y
adoption was a product of a historical period in which young unmarried w o m e n were
discouraged, and often prevented, from keeping thek children so that there were more
babies to adopt than there are today.21 might, for a m o m e n t , wonder aloud about h o w
m y biological mother felt about giving up her child and if, in the future, w e will ever
meet.
At the conclusion of the conversation I might even reflect, surely not
unjustifiably, that there would probably be nothing about m y answer to the question
'who are you' that would have been 'true' had it not been for a complex set of
ckcumstances and events, some of which preceded m y bkth. In short, it would have
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been impossible to answer the quesuon 'who are you' without talking about how I came
to be w h o I am. Rather than a thing, T would almost certainly look more like a process of
becoming.
It would probably also be clear to m y patient companion that m y answer was
not only a collection of categories, although the categories were important since I
mentioned themfirst.T h e k questions also elicited a series of events and stories, some of
which seemed to help explain the categories, while others might appear to be loose ends,
not really explaining anything, perhaps included because I liked retelling them or because
they had been particularly pleasurable or memorable. S/he might conclude that, given
the spontaneous nature of our conversation, it was not surprising that the information I
conveyed was messy, inconsistent, and that given the time to sit and think and compose
an account of myself, I would probably produce something quite different.
A s well as an exchange of information, the conversation might have other
effects. Given a certain interpersonal dynamic between the two of us, the conversation
m a y also have left us with positive feelings. It is possible that I might feel warmth
towards the questioner because they had listened and appeared to think m y words were
important, or that the listener might feel that they had been entrusted with something of
value. It is surely not overly sentimental to conclude that the conversation could be seen
as a valuable and pleasurable shared experience.
O f course, there are m a n y things which could have soured the experience for
both of us, either during the conversation or afterwards. T h e listener could misrepresent,
disparage or ridicule m y words in another forum. I could find out later that the listener
was not interested in m e at all, but instead was seeking to learn something for thek o w n
personal gain. Perhaps the listener could find out that I tell every stranger m y life story
and that it seems a kind of therapy for m e , or that each telling is completely different
from the last.
If w e assume that the conversation occurred in a mutually respectful manner,
w e might then ask, what is the status of the knowledge that emerged from the
conversation? In order to answer this question, w e need to return to m y definition of
identity and to the 'who' and 'how' questions I posed at the beginning of this chapter. By
defining identity as a process, all the questioner can do is watch it happen. B y this I do
not m e a n observing a person go about thek daily life, although this might yield
interesting information, notwithstanding the effect the researcher's presence might have

59

on their behaviour. B y 'watching', I a m also certainly not implying that the researcher is
passive in this process. I simply m e a n that focusing on a process rather than a thing
raises doubts about there being pre-existing 'true' answers to m y research questions.
Similarly, the conversational interviews I conducted in this research must be
seen as instances of knowledge production, but knowledge which is as fragile and
contextually contingent as all other forms of interpersonal communication. Thus the
status of the knowledge produced depends not only on thefinalresearch product, but
on the account given of the conditions of its production. Later in this chapter I discuss
these conditions and the part I played in greater detail.
For the m o m e n t , it is possible to see m y main research question as being
interested in instances of knowledge production and, in particular, the production of
knowledge about 'selves'. It is because of m y interest in process, and rejection of
essential selves which pre-exist social interaction, that the conversational interview was
adopted as m y main research method. Thus, w h e n I go about m y daily life I behave as if
I a m somebody, as if there was a 'real' answer to the question of m y identity to be found
in the things I do. However, it is within social interactions, such as the hypothetical
conversation I described above, where an important hint of this deception is discernible,
in m y erasure of myself, and in the realisation that at the m o m e n t I a m invited to look
inwards I can only search for events and other people and 'produce' myself in relation to
them. Clearly, identities are constituted in all forms social practice. But it is in
conversations that I speak myself into existence. In so doing, conversations provide a
forum which makes possible the emergence of people as the subjects of thek o w n
stories.
Kvale (1996, p. 37) summarises this point by suggesting that h u m a n reality 'may
be understood as persons in conversation'. In other words it is through conversation,
broadly defined, that w e are drawn into the world and in which w e construct ourselves.
That is, conversation assumes an important ontological status.
But conversations are also important epistemological events in which certain
kinds of knowledge is produced. For example, in the hypothetical conversation I
described above, a peculiar point emerges; the thing called 'me' is strangely absent. T do
things and interact with other people but the essence of this 'me' remains elusive. It is as
if m y whole purpose in talking at length about events and other people was to hide
myself; to avoid answering the very question I was asked. But I was trying to answer it.
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I he problem-, ot course, is that there is no essence or defining centre, a point which is at
the heart of relational theories of subjectivity such as those I discussed in the previous
chapter. T h e answer to the question 'who a m V can only ever be 'who I a m not'. So
knowledge about myself requkes the deployment of certain linguistic techniques. This
suggests that conversations are well suited to researching the process of identity
construction and that particular kinds of narratives will be central to the process. A n d it
is here that m y two questions, 'who' and 'how', ontology and epistemology, can be seen
to merge. Within the conversation these two questions become one which, in
paraphrasing m y main research question, might be stated as 'how do you produce
yourself.
T h e focus on process I have described also suggests an interest in narrative.
Here I take m y lead from Polkinghorne's (1995) discussion of the various ways in which
the term 'narrative' has been deployed in qualitative research. In the context of this
research I choose, as Polkinghorne does, to use the term 'narrative' to refer to 'a
particular type of discourse, the story, not simply to any prosaic discourse' (p. 6).
Therefore, in general I see the terms 'narrative' and 'story' as interchangeable. T h e one
exception to this is that I will use the term 'narrative' to refer to formal methodological
theories and literature, as in 'narrative enquiry', and 'story' to refer to the accounts m y
participants gave during interviews.
Returning to the focus of this research, if w e accept that the answer to the
'who' and 'how" questions are part of the same process, and not things or collections of
things, then, almost by definition, the people, things and events which are the raw
material for this process take on a certain shape. A s Sparkes (1999, p. 20) puts it, 'in the
very act of telling people engage in creating and constructing certain kinds of self in
specific social contexts'. For example, it is difficult to imagine m e answering either the
'who' or the 'how' question by randomly listing events from m y life without further
commentary. Instead, in the process of producing myself I employed certain narrative
devices to arrange the events into something more closely resembling a story. I would
certainly have been selective about what things to include in m y story and what things to
leave out. I might also have juxtaposed events which were chronologically distant from
each other in order to m a k e s o m e kind of connection between them. This juxtaposition
m a y have been intended to demonstrate h o w one event eventually led to the other, or
perhaps to point out differences between 'who I was then' and 'who I a m now'. It is the
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arrangement-of events with respect to each other, and not any inherent meaning in the
events themselves, which makes meaning and knowledge production within the
conversation possible.
Polkinghorne (1995) argues that these narrative devices, which are part of the
process he calls 'emplotment', are concrete examples of the w a y w e live and understand
our lives m o r e generally. That is, w e do not live event by event, but rather use plot as the
'narrative structure through which people understand and describe the relationship
a m o n g the events and choices of thek lives' (p. 7). This is not to suggest that the process
of 'emplotment' can be uncritically m a p p e d on to the narratives different people tell, as
if it were an underlying universal structure to which all such narratives conform. Rather,
as with all methodological tools, the notion of 'emplotment' is a technique constructed
by people, in effect, to tell stories about stories and relies on a clear exposition of the
researcher's interaction with the data in order to assess the value of this approach.
T h e notion of 'emplotment' is not one I m a k e explicit use of in this research.
Very often the interviews I conducted doubled-back and lingered over events which the
research participants m a y not normally have considered significant. In short, they were
altogether m u c h messier events than the nearness and premeditated form 'emplotment'
seems to imply. However, I take from Polkinghorne's discussion the idea that people
m a k e decisions about which events to include and leave out, and the relationship and
sequence of these events, w h e n telling stories about thek lives.
There is onefinalreason w h y I chose to conduct interviews in this research. A s
well as the relationships between conversation, story and people's lived reality which I
have discussed so far, I was also interested in looking for complexity in the identities of
male dancers, something which would have been m o r e difficult to discern from other
data collection methods, particularly observation. A s Spradley (1979) suggests, interviews
allow us to look for the diversity in h u m a n experience which m o r e reductive methods of
enquiry m a y overlook. In particular, this approach has the potential (although this is far
from guaranteed) to avoid bestowing a single, Othering voice on a particular group of
people (Fine, 1994). Certainly in the realm of gender relations, the potential for change is
often denied on the grounds that there are things about m e n which are 'universal' and
therefore unchangeable. So by talking to male dancers, I was interested in exploring
diversity amongst dancers and amongst men.
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Bodies, talk and stories
At this point it is worth recalling from Chapter O n e T h o m a s ' (1995, p. 21) description of
Western theatrical dance as a 'reflexive body practice which inheres sets of emergent
meanings'. A s I explained, part of T h o m a s ' motivation here is to preserve s o m e of what
she sees as the specificity of dance in research about it. T h e term 'reflexive body practice'
indicates a deske to both preserve the body's centrality in sociological accounts of dance
and, like W a r d (1997), to avoid reducing dance to its various social functions. But
T h o m a s ' use of the word

'reflexive' also suggests a consistency between her

conceptualisation of dance on the one hand, and the theoretical framework I elaborated
in Chapter T w o on the other. In other words, it is not insignificant that dance is
experienced in the body and is clearly not simply a topic of discourse. Material bodies
intervene in, and are shaped by, the experience of dance. In truth, there seems no reason
w h y a similar point could not be m a d e about all forms of social practice since they are all
embodied. However, I concur with T h o m a s ' general argument that theatrical dance is a
special kind of bodily practice because it is explicidy non-verbal and because the dancer's
body is both the vehicle for dance art and its product. Therefore, m y interest in dance
and dancers called for an approach to interview data in which bodily experience was
central. In this respect, the work of Sparkes (1999) offers a number of fruitful
methodological possibilities.
Sparkes has m a d e the case that the use of 'body narratives', or the stories
people tell about thek bodily experiences, is one way of avoiding both abstracted
theorising about the body and disembodied analyses of social interaction. H e argues that:
the stories we are told, and the stories we learn to tell about
ourselves and our bodies, are important in terms of h o w w e
c o m e to impose order on our embodied experiences and m a k e
sense of events and actions in our lives. A s individuals
construct past events and actions in personal narratives they
engage in a dynamic process of claiming identities, selves, and
constructing lives, (p. 18)
Sparkes' concept of 'body narratives' also connects neady with Burkitt's (1999)
theoretical treatment of subjectivity and emotion which formed the basis of m y
arguments in Chapter T w o . Thus, a focus on body narratives is not simply one out of a
number of potential approaches to narrative enquiry, although it certainly is that. It also
moves us closer to Burkitt's theorisation of emotion as relational and embodied, and
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begins to set^the scene for m y approach to the interviews I conducted and the analytic
tools I used to analyse and represent them. In simple terms, this means that I asked m y
research participants to reflect on thek memories of dancing and to talk about the way
dancing made/makes them feel: what emotions did/do they attach to these bodily
experiences? In terms of analysis, it meant that I looked for emotion and, perhaps not
surprisingly, found these accounts to be rich in bodily sensation. Very often this emotion
centred on important turning points in the lives of male dancers and closely resembled
what Denzin (1994) has referred to as 'epiphanies'. For Denzin, epiphanies are
significant because they point us towards those events which participants see as most
crucial in shaping thek lives. In other words, they dkecdy address the second of this
research's sub-questions: 'how did you c o m e to be w h o you are?'.
I a m aware that this methodological strategy raises potential dangers. Sparkes
(1999) warns that it is important not to romanticise stories as presenting unmediated or
privileged access to experience. According to Barone (1995), of all the academic
criticisms of using untheorised or 'raV informant stories in research reports, the most
serious is that they can be uncritical and simply records of constrained consciousness.
But I would concur with Barone w h e n he writes 'some stories deserve thek o w n space,
with inviolable boundaries surrounding the message that they attempt to convey in thek
chosen format and language' (p. 72).
For this reason, a great deal of the data that I present in Chapters Six through
Nine consists of recollections of bodily experience which I accept, to s o m e extent, at
face value. This is also partly because it is m u c h m o r e the 'fidelity' (Blumenfeld-Jones,
1995) of m y representations to lived experience which was at issue in this research rather
than the historical accuracy of participants' accounts.

Data collection
I argued earlier in this chapter that m y position as interviewer and researcher was both a
limitation and a potential strength. It is a limitation because m y o w n personal biases and
idiosyncrasies have inevitably shaped the gathering and representing of data, often, no
doubt, in ways that I a m not aware of. It is a strength because it means that I, as the
researcher, can give a more detailed and reflexive account of the research process than if
the interviews and thek interpretation were conducted by someone else. There can be no
perfect 'solution' to the question of researcher bias, particularly where the research
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method is based on interpersonal interaction. W h a t follows is an attempt to draw on
appropriate methodological literature,fieldnotes and m y post-research reflections in
order to give an account of what I did, m y reasons for doing so, and the possible
implications of these decisions in generating this thesis.
This account will also show h o w I attempted to act ethically throughout the
research process, but at the same time demonstrating the impossibility of clean
resolutions to m a n y of the dilemmas I faced. Inevitably, I m a d e decisions which left
open the possibility of undeskable consequences both for m y research participants and
for the research product. Often the decisions I m a d e involved making compromises and
choices between these two concerns.

Recruiting participants
I recruited participants for this research in four stages. In thefirststage, I contacted four
m e n w h o had been recommended to m e through friendship and work networks. Each
lived in the same town in regional N e w South Wales, although only one had been raised
there. I conducted pilot interviews with these m e n . Each interview transcript was typed
and returned to the participants for comment. Although all of these m e n trained as
dancers, only two could be said to have worked professionally as dancers and for this
reason the other two were excluded from this thesis.
In the second phase I approached the national office of an organisation which
keeps a dkectory of Australian dance artists. I spoke with two senior members of the
organisation w h o suggested an initial list of 15 names and addresses. T h e list included
dancers living and working in eastern Australia and covered a variety of ages, career
points (still dancing/retired), dance training (classical/modern) and geographical
background (urban/regional/rural). It is worth pointing out that I told m y informants in
the organisation that I intended to contact dancers by telephone and that I was
concerned that they not give m e the telephone number of anyone w h o was likely to
object. O f course, I cannot be sure that this was true for all the dancers whose telephone
numbers I was given. But as I was to learn while conducting this research, the Australian
dance community is not large, perhaps about 400 full time dancers, and there is a strong
sense in which 'everyone knows everyone'. It seems reasonable, then, to assume that m y
informants were in a position to judge which dancers were likely to consent to an
interview. This was borne out as I began to follow up the suggested names; while there

65

were a number with w h o m I was unable to m a k e contact, I encountered only one skghdy
negative response, this being mainly due to time pressures. All of this leaves open the
possibility that m y informants consciously excluded certain kinds of dancers, although it
is clearly difficult to be certain. This phase led to the completion of six taped interviews.
T h e thkd phase involved following up on names suggested to m e by dancers I
had akeady interviewed. This led to a further four taped interviews. A s with phase two,
these interviews requked m e to travel considerable distances. For this reason, I tended to
conduct interviews in geographical blocks; that is, a number of interviews in the same
city or town in order to m a k e the most of available research funds.
In the final phase, I sent a standard letter to the artistic dkectors of eight of
Australia's leading ballet and contemporary dance companies. This led to invitations
from two contemporary dance companies to interview dancers, and in one case, to
spend some time watching rehearsals and a performance. I conducted seven audio
recorded interviews and one impromptu unrecorded interview in thisfinalphase.
It is difficult to assess the representativeness of this sample. O n e obvious
absence is that I interviewed no male dancers w h o were currendy working in Australian
classical ballet companies. This was due to a number of factors. Only two dancers on m y
phase two list were current m e m b e r s of classical companies and attempts to contact
them were unsuccessful. N o t surprisingly then, the names recommended to m e by the
dancers interviewed in phase two also tended not to be current classical dancers. In
phase four, I contacted four classical companies. O f these, m y n o w m u c h depleted
research budget prevented m e from travelling the necessary distances to two. O f the two
that were closer, one declined and the other requested that I wait until a time of the year
which clashed with m y work commitments. T h e absence of classical dancers is partially
ameliorated by the fact that twelve of the dancers I interviewed were classically trained
and, of these, nine went on to work in classical companies.

Arranging interviews
The interviews I conducted in phase one were arranged informally through m y o w n
personal contacts. In phases two and three, I contacted dancers using the telephone
numbers and, in s o m e cases, e-mail addresses that were supplied to m e . In the case of
the telephone calls and e-mails, I introduced myself, described h o w I had received thek
n a m e and contact details, and described the nature of the project. In particular, I said I
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was conducting research for m y doctoral thesis into the lives of Australian male dancers
and that they had been recommended to m e as a person w h o m a y be interested in being
interviewed. In all but one case (see above) interest in the project seemed immediate and
spontaneous. In most cases an interview date was organised during thefirsttelephone
conversation or exchange of messages. In others, work schedules meant follow up calls
or messages at an agreed time in the future. I also mailed an introductory letter to all
participants describing the project in m o r e detail; the nature of a semi-structured
qualitative interview, its probable duration3, the use of tape recorders, the need for
transcriptions and thek rights as research participants (see Appendix A ) . In addition, I
sent each dancer a list of sample questions (see Appendix B).
T o the extent that an exchange of e-mails can be equated to a telephone
conversation, I was also concerned that these conversations should m a k e explicit some
of the personal and potentially painful interview topics that I saw as significant. These
included the dancer's early life and family relationships, any difficulties they had faced in
choosing a career in dance, and the trajectory of thek path into formal dance ttaining.
Given m y particular research interests, I also flagged m y intention to discuss issues
related to gender and sexuality, rather than 'springing' them on participants during the
interview. M y intention here was also to allow people to decline from participating at this
early stage if they felt uncomfortable about these topics.
In phase four, the initial contact with the two contemporary companies was
done via a letter to the artistic dkector (Appendix C). In the case of thefirstcompany, I
was provided with the e-mail addresses of four dancers, three of w h o m I eventually
interviewed. I arranged these interviews in a similar manner to those in phase two.
In the case of the second company, I subsequendy corresponded with the
company's administrative manager via e-mail. This person chose a group of dancers for
m e to interview, and organised meeting times over a four day period at the performance
venue of thek (then) current production. This gave m e an opportunity to watch
rehearsals, meet other dancers, conduct one impromptu interview and watch a
performance, paid for by the company.
T h e speed and efficiency with which this group of interviews was organised for
m e suggests that this well k n o w n company was accustomed to thek dancers being
interviewed.4 This raised a number of issues, two of which are worth mentioning here.
Fkst, it meant that I had to impress upon the company's administrative manager the
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importance of passing o n m y standard information letter and list of questions to the
selected dancers, something which seemed to have happened in only two of the four
cases. Second, since I did not speak to any of the dancers prior to meeting for the
interviews, I chose to explain the purpose of the interview, and potential topics for
discussion (see above) 'from scratch', since I was unsure about h o w m u c h they knew. In
effect, this was not markedly different from what happened w h e n I conducted interviews
with dancers with w h o m I had previously corresponded. All the interviews began with
informal chat in which I talked about myself and (re)described m y reasons for
conducting this research.

Embodying the researcher
Although this research project was clearly not an ethnography, I still had to gain 'access'
to m y research participants. In the space of an initial telephone call, e-mail message or, in
the case of some of the interviews in phase four, a few short minutes of conversation, I
engaged in a particular kind of methodological work.
I attempted to adopt an organised and friendly tone during m y initial contacts.
Aware that it can be disconcerting to be approached by a stranger, I felt I needed to
explain the reason for the call/message quickly and succincdy. I did this by introducing
myself, stating h o w I came by the person's phone number/email address, and explaining
the purpose of the call/message. M y field notes from the early recruitment phases recall
h o w I called myself 'a lecturer at Charles Sturt University' and mentioned that this was 'a
research project connected with m y PhD'. O n the one hand, I wanted the dancer to
k n o w that the research was primarily something that would benefit m e . But on the other,
in hindsight it is clear that I used this information to lend a degree of 'seriousness' and
even 'officialness' to the project which m a y have increased the likelihood of them
agreeing to participate.
It is possible to connect m y use of these words to a particular performance, one
with a gendered dimension. A t the time of recruitment, I certainly did see the project as
a serious matter and drew on m y embodied interpersonal 'knowledge' to perform
'credibility'. A t the same time, I suspected that a harsh and overly business-like manner
might seem threatening or simply impersonal. In short, I wanted the person to like m e .
During initial telephone conversations I can recall monitoring the sound of m y o w n
voice and noticing that it was a very particular voice; a voice that was different from the
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one I use w h e n teaching, or talking to m y parents, or discussing sport with male friends.
I can also recall the sounds of the voices of the dancers, and realising that I was entering
into a particular interpersonal space. In an email communication with m y thesis
supervisor I wrote the following:

I have been struck by the sound of these cultured, friendly,
even seductive gay male voices on the other end of the
telephone. I'm sure this will wear off w h e n I meet them and
find that some are nice people and s o m e aren't. But I'm really
interested in what this means in terms of m y relationship with
the participants. I guess I can see myself really identifying with
them and liking them as people, with the positives and
negatives this poses. Generally I have enjoyed the company of
gay m e n , I think for m a n y reasons, but partly because there
seems to be m o r e space to create a m o r e frank, intimate and
fulfilling relationship. I can't for example tell [a male friend's
name] h o w m u c h I like him, w e have to s h o w it by staying in
touch and by acts of kindness to each other. It's unsaid and
therefore, in some ways, always having to be proved. It's hard
to explain.
W h a t is most striking for m e is the degree to which contact with s o m e participants
elicited reflections on previously taken for granted things about myself. In the midst of
embodying the straight male academic I also had to manage being 'among' gay m e n . It is
clear that I drew upon m y o w n personal prejudices about gay m e n and that this elicited a
particular response from m e . Without boring the reader with a thorough self-analysis, it
is clear that I m a d e connections between particular kinds of voices ('cultured' and gaysounding) and particular kinds of relationships (fun, interpersonal frankness, greater
intimacy between men). In fact, it is probably m o r e accurate to say that these reactions
relate m o r e to relations and the kinds of social contexts I have inhabited in the past, than
to anything 'about me'.
It is also clear from these reflections that m y o w n heterosexual identity cannot
be divorced from the methodological decisions I m a d e and that this positioned nonheterosexual identities as 'other'. In the preceding example, I was most conscious of
'who I am' w h e n speaking with people I assumed to be gay, a point which highlights the
ways in which I 'forgot' 'who I am' w h e n interacting with people I assumed to be
straight. But it also suggests that the process of 'othering' is one which is likely to have
been influential, not only w h e n I was talking to participants, but in each phase of this
research.
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O f xourse, statements such as 'people I assumed to be gay' and 'people I
assumed to be straight' also reveal h o w I a m implicated within a particular system of
gender relations and h o w , almost as a matter of reflex, I attempt to 'read' sexual
preference from a person's voice and gestures. While acknowledging the reality that
these 'readings' will often be mistaken and, m o r e importandy, that they are symptomatic
of the very mechanisms through which heteronormativity is enforced, it is also
important to consider h o w they inform the analyses I offer in later chapters. For
example, it is clear that I began with heteronormative conflations of male sexuality with
particular kinds of embodiment. Equally, even as I tried to problematise these
conflations, it is clear that I started from a position which saw departures from
heteronormative codes of male embodiment as noteworthy. T h e significance of this
starting point can be seen in m y interest in what I saw as the tension between 'aesthetics'
and 'athletics' (see Chapter 9) and I readily concede that researchers coming from
different subject positions might have seen very different kinds of 'tensions' in the data.
In other words, the formation of analytical categories was, in itself, a gendered practice
and one with its origins in w h o I think I am.

Men's talk
Similar kinds of points to those m a d e in the previous section can be m a d e about the
recorded conversations I conducted with dancers. For example, in attempting to think
and generate insights about the research process and its product, the potential exists to
ignore that which is most obvious. In the case of this research, the researcher and its
participants brought a number socio-historical factors to bear on the conversations that
emerged, s o m e of which I address in this chapter. However, it is important to
acknowledge that this research is primarily the product of conversations between two
men. In justifying this statement, it is tempting to begin by pointing out that a female
researcher would probably have elicited very different responses from the people I spoke
to. But, of course, this is not a particularly powerful statement. It could be repeated for
virtually every other person in the world, male or female. Writing specifically about m e n
doing feminist research, Morgan (1990, p. 94) argues that:
'taking account of gender' is by no means a simple operation,
the addition of one more category of analysis. It means taking
account, reflexively, of the gender of the researcher, as well as
of the researched, and of the two in interaction.
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Although Morgan is primarily concerned here with m e n researching w o m e n , his
suggestion that the male researcher needs 'a small voice at his shoulder reminding him at
each point that he is a man' (p. 95) was equally valid for m e . Reading over of m y field
notes it is clear that at m a n y points I saw myself as 'a person' in thefieldrather than as a
m a n in thefield.But as Morgan says, 'taking account of gender' is not a straightforward
matter, and m y point about the significance of being a m a n talking to another m a n only
becomes meaningful w h e n w e consider what kinds of m e n are talking. Despite the
problems associated with accurately locating myself, I would argue that the nature of this
research helped to foreground the interaction of m y o w n gender. identity and the
research context. For example, take thesefieldnote comments following an interview:
He lives by himself in a nice little one bedroom flat, which is
awash with pictures of nude and semi-nude men. H e has a
double futon with a leather s/m harness hanging above it.
A s with the previous section, these are, I would suggest, unmistakably the reactions of a
heterosexual man. W h y are the pictures of male bodies thefirstthing 1 notice? W h y is
the r o o m 'awash' with them? M y heterosexuality, which for most of m y life exists as an
unmarked and unremarkable part of m y identity, immediately became something I was
aware of, and something I needed to manage. T h e task of collecting data immediately
became fused with the task of appearing at ease in what I perceived to be the h o m e of a
gay man. I was now, for a brief but significant period of time, 'out of place'. I recall
deciding that I would look at the pictures on the walls, in case it became obvious that I
was trying to avoid looking. After all, I wanted this person to understand that I was 'ok',
and someone with w h o m they could speak openly about life as a gay male dancer. It is
not possible for m e to say whether the pictures would 'normally' have interested m e ,
since the truth of the matter is that m y heterosexuality (and m y normally unnoticed
comfort in performing it in public) only allowed m e to perceive the situation as a choice
between two self-reflexive performances: to look or not to look.
A s a dance enthusiast over m a n y years, it was also difficult for m e treat dancers
as 'ordinary' people. Even now, m y perceptions are tinged with the glamour and the
celebrity I assume to have been/be a part of thek lives. For example, m y field notes
include words such as 'cultured', 'elegant' and 'witty' to describe m y participants and m y
nervousness immediately before making contact with well k n o w n artists. During the
course of this research I also became increasingly aware of the difference between m y

71

self presentation to the dancers I interviewed with and, say, m y work colleagues, family
and sporting team friends. These differences are difficult to describe, but being m y
'interviewer-self did involve trying to appear serious and thoughtful, relaxed and
prepared to see the h u m o u r in certain events, well versed in the history and language of
theatrical dance, and professional and organised in m y work. In short, the task of
achieving a certain level of trust and rapport with m y research participants was one in
which I drew on a n u m b e r of bodily techniques structured, in part, by m y o w n location
with gendered social relations.
This aspect of qualitative data collection is one which is often overlooked. At
the risk of sentimentalising it, w e might call it 'emotional work' although I would
concede that m u c h of it requked little conscious effort on m y part since I tended to
draw on techniques I had used in other similar situations. However, as m y examples
above suggests, m u c h of it was conscious and, while it is a difficult claim to prove, the
ways in which I managed m y bodily and interpersonal presence was a significant aspect
of the data collection methods I employed. O n the whole, m y participants did seem
prepared to speak candidly about highly personal events and feelings and did dkect our
conversations, with little prompting, towards sensitive topics. I a m certainly not
suggesting that this 'emotional work' can be read in every word of the data. But it seems
fak to suggest that had I not reflexively and non-reflexively attended to the interpersonal
dimension of interviews, very different data m a y well have emerged. While not
addressing this aspect of interviewing exactiy, Small (1997) seems to be making a similar
point w h e n he argues that research accounts which say nothing about what the
researcher 'felt' while doing the work, inevitably risk reproducing thefictionof scientific
detachment, or becoming what Sparkes calls (1995) 'realist tales'. Small (1997, p. 103)
argues that emotions
are central to our understanding of each other. It follows that
rather than being a cause of bias and error in social research,
they provide a source of insight into, and knowledge of, the
h u m a n condition. A s such, they lie at the centre of the
research endeavour.
Indeed, the central argument here is that understanding the emotional work of the
researcher not only helps to m a k e clear the conditions under which the research was
conducted; it also provides some clues about the kind of relationships between
researcher and researched which emerged. A s Fontana and Frey (1998, p. 73) put it:
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as w e treat the other as a h u m a n being, w e can no longer
remain objective, faceless interviewers, but become h u m a n
beings and must disclose ourselves, learning about ourselves as
w e try to learn about the other.

The interviews
Although I had supplied m y research participants with a list of potential questions, each
interview began with informal chat. W e introduced ourselves and answered each others
questions. S o m e participants were clearly interested to find out about m y background
(for example, 'was I a dancer?') and the reasons for m y interest in dance. T h e approach I
chose was to describe myself as a 'dance enthusiast' and dance teacher for undergraduate
teacher education students. In s o m e cases I was familiar with the dancer's work, and in
others I was curious to find out about it. I interviewed s o m e of the dancers immediately
following rehearsals and here I asked them questions about the progress of thek work
or, w h e n I had actually watched the rehearsal, about particular aspects of it. A t some
point during this initial phase of the interview I also went over the information
contained in the information letter I had sent them and the purpose of the informed
consent form. I also invited the participant to raise any concerns or questions they had
about thek involvement in the research, the use of the tape-recorder or m y purposes in
conducting the research.
This early phase of the interviews served a number of purposes. Fkst, it helped
to establish an informal atmosphere for what I hoped to be a relatively open
conversation. It is not difficult to imagine h o w the episode might have felt more like an
interrogation than a conversation had I sat d o w n and opened with 'tell m e w h o you
are?'. Second, since this part of the interview was m o s d y unplanned, it provided a
potential source of data. Having akeady mentioned that I would take notes during the
interview, I wrote d o w n key words and phrases, sometimes talking m o r e about them
straight away, sometimes returning to them m u c h later. A t a m o m e n t w h e n I felt that the
conversation had developed its o w n m o m e n t u m , I asked the participant if they objected
to the tape-recorder being turned on. This, then, was a thkd purpose for engaging in
initial conversation, that of introducing the tape-recorder. T h e final reason for initiating
an initial phase was that it was enjoyable. T h e people I interviewed were good talkers
and, for m e , interesting people. So although the methodological literature m a y talk of
'establishing rapport', I chose simply to engage in a pleasurable activity. A n d although I
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cannot be sure h o w successful I was, m y purpose here was also to m a k e these interviews
more pleasurable for the participants, something which I saw as far from inevitable.
T h e length of this initial phase varied according to the particular time
constraints of the interview. Using m y schedule of possible questions as a guide I then
asked participants to tell m e about the places they came from. S o m e participants
immediately tried to connect these memories to thek life in dance, while others were
more comfortable to reminisce about places and people. In either case, talk focussed on
family, school, activities and childhood events. I particularly wanted to listen to
participants talk about the ways they used thek bodies as younger people. This inevitably
lead to discussing thek involvement or non-involvement in sport and other forms of
physical activity.
If this had not akeady happened, I then attempted to initiate a generally
chronological conversation about the participants' involvement in dance. This included
asking about earliest memories of dance and inviting participants to talk about the
emotions these memories evoked ('how did dancing m a k e you feel?', 'what did you like
about it?'). However, following techniques described by authors such as Kvale (1996)
and Spradley (1979), I allowed the subject of conversation to be guided by what seemed
to be important or meaningful to the participant. Often this meant allowing the
conversation to m o v e in one direction and then doubling back to certain words, phrases
and events. Written notes to myself during the interview were crucial here.
This

somewhat

serendipitous

approach

raises the issue

of interview

systematicity and structure. Throughout the interviews I treated m y pre-prepared
questions as a safety net and as an informal check list. Fkst, while some participants were
comfortable to talk (it seemed to m e ) spontaneously, unselfconsciously and reflectively
about thek life, others were worried about not giving m e 'what I wanted'. In the latter
case, the pre-prepared questions allowed m e to m o v e the conversation on without giving
the impression that things had stalled and, m o r e importandy, to provide these
participants with dkection and ideas from which to develop thek accounts. In the
former case, where participants took m o r e of the running, m y list of questions allowed
m e , towards the ends of interviews, to return to topics which had not been picked up
earlier. Consequendy, it is difficult for m e to neady describe m y interviews as structured,
semi-structured or unstructured (Fontana &
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Frey, 1994) since each was different.

Indeed, different sections of individual interviews often varied gready in the degree to
which either party was controlling the subject matter.
I concluded the interviews by inviting participants to talk about other important
memories which had not been covered and, finally to reflect on the interview itself. I am,
of course, aware that interviews between the academic 'expert' and lay people presents
inevitable questions of power and that these are not solved by trite gestures. However, I
asked participants to talk about thek positive and negative feelings about the interview,
and reminded them of thek freedom to withdraw from the study at a later date and to
lodge any complaints they might have had about the interview or m y

conduct

throughout thek involvement in the project.

Transcribing
All the interviews from phases one and two were transcribed by other people. T h e
fragility and complexity of the spoken word was never brought h o m e to m e more vividly
than w h e n I received m yfirsttranscriptions. I was horrified by the way the transcriber
had apparendy disregarded m y instructions to be as 'accurate' as possible. There were no
'urns', 'you knows', repeated words or half finished sentences. F r o m that point on I
chose to transcribe the interviews myself. I also spent m a n y hours going through the
tapes and transcriptions of these fkst interviews, typing every sound I heard as
'faithfully' as I could in an attempt to 'bring them back to life'. A few of the dancers
from these first two phases commented o n feeling embarrassed while reading the
transcripts and not having realised h o w 'incoherendy' they spoke. I assured them that
this was an inevitable consequence of converting spoken conversations to text and
reminded them that m y o w n words were just as 'rough', if not more so.
With the interviews from phase three I followed this strict 'accuracy' policy. I
was aware that m u c h was lost in this process but hoped that in transcribing in this way I
could minimise this loss. It was as if the m o r e I attempted to adhere to a positivistic
orientation to transcription, the clearer its futility, and the incommensurability of speech
and text, became.
At about this time I read Nespor and Barber's (1995) account of writing
collaboratively with research participants. Belatedly, I realised that the transcript was not
simply m y property to fashion into whatever form I chose, and was certainly never going
to be, no matter h o w hard I tried, a carbon copy of the audio tape let alone the original
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interview. T h e interview had been a joint production and, while the participants could
neither be on hand to oversee the transcribing process, nor be expected to spend hours
editing thek o w n transcripts, they had a right for thek stories to be treated as stories, not
as 'evidence' against them. M y interest in the production of meaning severely questioned
m y attention to syntactical detail, rather than the substantive shape and meaning of the
stories produced through conversation. N o t only was an accurate record of every
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and 'ah' impossible, it was also highly questionable whether it had any bearing on the
interpretation of meaning. In all likelihood, m y interpretations were not going to change
if certain c o m m e n t s were preceded by three 'urns' or not, and I had akeady decided that
I would use the tapes and the transcripts together w h e n conducting the analysis of the
material. Thus, in the end I chose to 'tidy up' the words of research participants,
including myself, in m u c h the same way as m y original transcriber had. All the interviews
in phase four as well as excerpts from other phases used in this thesis, were transcribed
in this way.

Analysis and representation
While interviews with dancers are the primary data for this thesis, prior to conducting
these interviews I engaged in other forms of research. T h e major part of this work
involved both systematic and m o r e serendipitous reading, note taking and thematic
organisation of these notes. Thus, the review of literature which follows this chapter and
the historical case study of Robert H e l p m a n n (Chapter Five, see below for a discussion)
both emerged out of reading and thinking about male involvement in Western theatrical
dance. M o r e to the point, this background research generated ideas for the kinds of
questions I asked during the interviews and the analytical strategies I employed to make
sense of the data. Therefore, whatever points I m a k e about analysis and representation
of the data, they must be seen, at least in part, as extensions of reading and thinking
which took place over a m u c h longer period than the final 'writing up' phase. A s Denzin
(1994) shows clearly, it is simply not possible to think of 'writing up' as a discreet or
dispassionate exercise.
I have chosen two different formats to represent m y interview data. In doing
so, I have attempted to balance analytic emphasis between the particular and the general.
Chapters Six, Seven and Eight are small case studies of individual dancers. M y purpose
here is to contrast the lives of these dancers with the somewhat two dimensional male
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dancers which emerge in dance Eterature (Chapter Four), and to provide a sense of the
diversity amongst the participants. Thus, it is not by accident that the three dancers w h o
are the subject of these case studies differ in age, dancettainingand sexual preference.
While they can never be more than mere sketches of lived lives, the case studies
exemplify both the dynamic and inter-relational nature of identity construction, and the
importance of recalled bodily experiences in giving lives thek 'narrativity' (Ricoeur,
1984). They also illustrate the shifting and historically specific points of congruence and
tension between constructions of dance, symbolic masculinity and sexuality.
In Chapter Nine, on the other hand, I present a broad thematic analysis of all
19 interviews. Here m y intention is to return to m y interest in the specificity of dance as
a bodily practice. Although the m e n I interviewed were all very different people, they
have all chosen to dance and, at least to s o m e extent, to turn thek backs on the cultural
dividends offered by other more stereotypical male forms of physical activity and
employment. T h e challenge here was to avoid crude generalisations while still retaining a
sense that being a male dancer is significant and does say something about the
construction of embodied gender identities.
Prior to writing up m y formal analyses, I engaged in a number of informal
analytical practices such as systematic reading and note taking. I kept a research journal
throughout the project which helped m e to m a p m y o w n reactions and motivations as
the project progressed. This was supplemented by descriptive and reflectivefieldnotes
which I added to whenever I had dealings (telephone, email, face to face meetings) with
participants. I also m a d e reflective notes as I transcribed the interviews or listened to and
edited the transcriptions prepared by other people. Thus, w h e n I came to work with the
data I had akeady developed a number of 'feelings' about what the data were 'saying'. So
one dimension of the analyses involved interrogating the data in order to confirm or
reject these 'feelings'. S o m e survived; for example, throughout the data collection phase
I became interested in the w a y participants talked about dance as a 'passion'. Subsequent
data coding confirmed that this was indeed a significant and recurring theme (see
Chapter Nine). Others were discarded, such as m y initial interest in the apparendy high
number of non-metropolitan raised dancers in the sample.
In both the case studies (Chapters Six, Seven and Eight) and the thematic
analysis (Chapter Nine), Coffey and Atkinson's (1996, p. 156) discussion of 'abductive'
reasoning succinctly summarises m y general approach:
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This approach, as w e have suggested, seems to capture m o r e
productively h o w researchers in all disciplines actually think
and work. It allows for a more central role for interaction
between data and theory. Abductive reasoning or inference
implies that w e start from the particular. W e identify a
particular p h e n o m e n o n — a surprising or anomalous finding,
perhaps. W e then try to account for that p h e n o m e n o n by
relating it to broader concepts. W e do so by inspecting our
o w n experience, our stock of knowledge of similar,
comparable phenomena, and the equivalent stock of ideas that
can be included from other disciplines (including theories and
frameworks) and neighboring fields.
In this way, my analysis was progressive. With the case studies I began by listening to the
interview tapes a number of times through. Initial listenings allowed me to 're-acquaint'
myself with the person (voice, body, interview location) and the general shape of the
interview. In subsequent listenings I made notes which listed events which seemed most
important to the participant. Earlier in this chapter I described this as 'looking for
emotion'. Working from this broad outline, I began analysing and writing the case
studies in the order they appear in this thesis. However, this was by no means a linear or
continuous process. Throughout, I returned to other writing (my research journal, field
notes, reading notes) and to the key texts which informed my theoretical framework.
Analysing the second and thkd case studies also raised issues which meant I needed to
amend, rethink or add to my analysis in previous case studies.
The case studies are also attempts to represent embodied social events, that is,
conversations between two people. Thus, they tend to be chronological and, to some
extent, an attempt to give the reader a sense of 'how it happened'. This also means that
my own reflections are included. These are derived from my original field notes and the
notes I wrote while re-listening to the interview tapes. A further consequence of my
deske to provide an account of how the interviews unfolded is my use of extended
quotes. As far as possible, I was particularly concerned not to use short decontextualised
interview excerpts. Of course, decontextualisation is an inherent consequence of any
form of representation and I certainly do not claim to have resolved this issue. However,
in wanting to act with 'fidelity' (Blumenfeld-Jones, 1995), I sought not only to account
for my own motivations in pursuing certain lines of questioning, but also to locate the
participants' answers to questions in relation to other questions and answers.
The

thematic analysis presented

in Chapter Nine

was

also compiled

abductively. In this case I began by re-reading transcripts and then using the
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H y p e r R E S E A R C H computer software programme to code the data. While m u c h of the
coding preceded using a grounded approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), some of it was
also driven by themes emerging from previous informal analytical work. That is, while
some themes emerged 'from the data', I purposively looked for others. Having coded all
the interviews I discarded and collapsed a number of codes. For example, a number of
different kinds of early dance memories were synthesised into what I called 'embodied
memories'. Thus, both positive and negative memories of the bodies deployment in a
number of forms of physical activity are considered together rather than separately.
Codes which seemed unrelated to the dancers decisions to become dancers were
discarded.
A b o v e all, all four analysis chapters are guided by a concern to find out h o w the
participants explained thek decisions to be dancers. This meant looking for life changing
m o m e n t s or, indeed, the lack of them. For example, in the coding process I coded for
events and statements which seemed to answer the question, 'why are you a dancer?'. A s
I have indicated, this also meant locating the emotion and the (often bodily) pleasure and
then asking (myself, the literature I had read) w h y these events might be experienced as
pleasurable? W h a t is at stake here? I asked similar kinds of questions about the sorts of
things the dancers did not find pleasurable. T h e issue of physical pleasure was especially
salient w h e n it came to the participants' orientation to sport and particularly contact
sport. For example, a number of dancers, almost all gay identifying, talked about
choosing to dance precisely because it was more pleasurable than sport. This forced m e
to return to the academic literature which conceptualises sport as a significant resource
in the construction of heterosexual male identities. In short, the analysis that I present
later in this thesis is concerned with investments. Having located these investments, I
then interrogated m y analytical resources for explanations.
Returning

to m y

underlying

theoretical framework, some

investments

demanded that I forestall on analysis. For example, one participant said that he found
contact sport physically painful and injurious. Given m y theoretical conceptualisation of
embodied subjectivity, I would argue that there are strong reasons for accepting this kind
of memory, at least initially, at face value. However, others chose to dance because they
were (according to them) clearly better at dance than sport. T o m e , this is a qualitatively
different kind of recollection and demands that w e ask w h y proficiency should make
such a difference. Thus, the notion of proficiency emerged as a theme from the
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interviews, both in the case studies and through thematic coding. I then connected this
with existing theories about symbolic masculinity and the male body and constructed an
analysis which located male dancers within a wider social imperative for males to be
'good' at something, even if it is not sport.
In summary, m y analysis adhered closely to Morse's (1994) four stage account
of the analysis process: comprehending, synthesising, theorising and recontextualising.
By re-listening to the tapes and re-reading the transcripts I arrived at a point where I was
very familiar with the data (comprehension). B y breaking the interviews d o w n into a
series of important events (which, in part, is h o w I constructed the case studies) and by
coding the data (thematic analysis) I reduced the data to what I saw as its key elements
(synthesising). B y reading the data and m y emerging analysis into m y existing theoretical
framework, I located the analyses within m o r e general theories about embodied gender
identities (theorising and re-contextualising). O f course, at times these four activities
occurred simultaneously. In particular, the act of theorising suggested links between
codes which prior to this point had seemed unrelated. Thus, a further collapsing of
codes became necessary.

Voice?
A s an extensive literature n o w shows, deciding h o w to represent the voices of research
participants has emerged as a thorny and pressing dilemma for qualitative researchers
(see Altheide & Johnson, 1994; Sparkes, 1994; 1995; and R o o f and Wiegman's, 1995,
edited volume for discussions). T h e issue of 'voice' has, of course, been particularly
relevant to research which purports to speak for or about oppressed and marginalised
social groups. Drawing on the work of hooks, Fine (1994) argues that qualitative
research has tended to 'Other' these groups by representing them as unified and
conforming to the categories that dominant groups assign to them. But as Fine points
out, the Other is always the shadow of the Self, and so w e must ask 'who is speaking
here?', particularly w h e n research claims to be speaking^r a particular group of people.
This research does not speak for anyone except m e . While m a n y of the dancers
I interviewed were born into working class families, w h e n I interviewed them all were in
full employment, relatively financially secure and doing a job that they m o s d y enjoyed.
While s o m e of the gay dancers reported exposure to homophobic harassment in thek
day to day lives, none reported overt homophobia in the dance world. In fact, only a
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handful of the 19 m e n I interviewed recalled anything in the way of discrimination w h e n
they were boys involved in dance training. This is not surprising since m a n y began
dancing after school. A n d while m a n y of the dancers expressed interest in this research,
none of them 'needed' m e to tell thek story because of thek social location. In short, the
issue of 'voice' is not of particular methodological significance in this research, not least
because m y research participants were clearly m e m b e r s of various privileged social
groups. This does not m e a n I had a licence to treat thek words in a cavalier fashion and,
as I have described above, I took a number of steps to remain 'faithful' to the
conversations that took place and to the people w h o participated. Moreover, I readily
concede that m y o w n identity is inscribed in the representations generated by this
research, a point which I have attempted to explore in this chapter and which I take up
regularly throughout the remainder of this thesis. However, m y central purpose in this
work was to explore the construction of gender identities and to consider the multiple
locations (often dominant, sometimes marginalised) of these m e n within gender
relations. It was not to 'give' them 'voice'.
Thus, like Silverman (1993) I a m sceptical of the value of respondent
evaluation, particularly in the context of this research. Silverman sees respondent
evaluations as potential sources of extra data, rather than as sources of insights into the
broader meaning of the data or a test of validity. Given that the research question was
concerned with identity construction in conversation, it was not at all clear w h y m y
participants should be seen as having a privileged perspective. That is, I was more
concerned to c o m m e n t on a contextually specific event (a conversation), and less to
describe the world as it appears from someone else's perspective. Therefore, I propose
that m y retelling of thek stories and the meanings I draw from them should be
considered against a m o r e general notion of 'credibility'. Following Emihovich (1995),
m y account, would be 'credible' if it is clear about its purpose, that m y analyses seemed
to spring from the data, and that these analyses 'ring true' (are 'plausible') given the
knowledge base of its intended academic audience.

Conclusion
In bringing this chapter to a close, I want to mention the structure of this thesis. Chapter
Five of this thesis represents a slight sideways step out of the familiar method-literaturedata sequence of research reporting. In Chapter Four, I review academic and popular
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literature which explicidy deals with male involvement in theatrical dance. A s I explain in
that chapter, in compiling this review I elected to largely exclude popular dance
magazines and the many biographies and autobiographies of famous dancers, given both
the enormity and (in my opinion) marginal value of these sources to this project. But in
coming to this decision, I did not want to pretend these sources did not exist.
I chose to balance these concerns by producing an account of a particular
dancer. Therefore, in Chapter Five I consider the life and career of Sk Robert Helpmann
(1909-1986), one of Australia's first and most well known theatrical dancers. The chapter
draws from biographies, magazine and newspaper articles, television and radio
recordings and public speeches given by Helpmann himself. This chapter is not simply
an attempt to plug a real or imagined literature gap. It also brings together a diverse
range of perspectives of a life lived during a particular period of history. With Chapter
Four as its backdrop, I attempt to contextualise Helpmann as a gay man and as a dancer,
and to show how shifting notions about men, sexuality and dance inform and transform
each other. In particular, Chapter Five foregrounds sexuality, a dimension of male
theatrical dance which, as Chapter Four shows, is regularly overlooked by those who
write about it. In this sense, my account of Helpmann's life also suggested extra
analytical resources for my analyses of the interviews I conducted. To put it another way,

there is a story about Helpmann that I seek to tell which is difficult to capture in ration
discourse, and is but one of the multitude of stories about him which we could choose
to tell. Nonetheless, it is a story which seems to unite the movements and shape of his
body, his voice and his interpersonal style, his dance and the choreography he made, his

deskes and his fears; in short, his embodied self. It is not the 'real' or the 'whole' story
about this person, but it does suggest a way of looking at the interviews I conducted and
the ways in which I represent the people who participated in them.
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Chapter Four
Producing the male dancer
I began Chapter One of this thesis with a summary of the children's story book, Jump.
T h e story centres o n Steven, a young white boy w h o decides that he wants to go to ballet
classes. His mother tells him that 'real boys don't go to dance classes' and suggests he
take up basketball. Steven eventually takes matters into his o w n hands and stages an
impromptu 'audition' for his sister's ballet teacher w h o decides his obvious talent for
jumping is ideal for ballet. T h e story is resolved w h e n Steven is the star of the ballet
school's end of year performance. His parents glow with pride and they all, it would
seem, live happily ever after. This is emphasised by the closing image of the book, which
shows a joyous silhouette of Steven and his family (father, mother, sister) running h o m e
across afield,following the performance. T h e night sky is clear, the stars shine, the lights
of the family h o m e beckon in the distance.
In this chapter I propose a reading of this story which draws attention to the
discursive techniques and themes employed to produce this particular male dancer. I
then m a k e use of the these themes to review other popular and academic literature
concerned with male involvement in theatrical dance. T h e purpose here is not to offer a
critique of Jump, but to introduce the discursive terrain against which the analyses of
Chapters Six through Nine will be formed.

Producing a reading
In producing this reading, I adopted a particular set of methodological assumptions. I
took as m y starting point the assumption that although the authors of Jump probably
wrote and illustrated the book with a particular meaning in mind, it was impossible for
m e to k n o w what this was with any certainty. Therefore, I proceeded o n the basis that
the meaning I attributed to the book was something produced out of m y interaction with
it and that this involved the story's various elements and m y o w n history. A s
Polkinghorne (1995, p. 7) points out, the narrative as story is
a special type of discourse production. In a story, events and
actions are drawn together into an organized whole by means
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of a plot. A plot is a type of conceptual scheme by which a
contextual meaning of an individual event can be displayed.
However, I was not prepared to validate any reading. I assumed that the authors actively
chose a certain 'plot' and a certain group of 'events and actions' in order to 'display' a
pre-chosen meaning. Therefore, I m a d e two core assumptions about the authors'
intentions: fkst, that the story is intended to address dance's suspect status as a physical
activity for boys and second, that the story attempts to alter this status by showing that
dance can be an activity that appeals to 'real' boys. I attempted to remain faithful to
these assumptions, notwithstanding that they were derived only through m y interaction
with the story, and the possibility that the authors intended something quite different.
This compromise between the impossibility of a unity of meaning between author and
reader on the one hand, and the rejection of an infinite number of readings on the other,
was, in the end, an act of 'fidelity' (Blumenfeld-Jones, 1995) for which there can be no
conclusive test of validity. But in the end, m y reading of Jump does not hinge on being
'correct' about the authors' intended meaning, since it was the resources and the process
of meaning making in which I was primarily interested.
Given these qualifications, I selected what I saw to be the story's pivotal events
and actions and considered the role of each in the production of meaning. I have
assumed that these events and actions exist in the story for a purpose, and that nothing
is 'just there'. For example, w e are given a sense of what kind of a boy Steven is, his
reasons for wanting to dance, his parents' reactions, his act of desperation and defiance,
the dance teacher's reactions, the end of year performance, the reaction of the audience
to the end of year performance, and the triumphant journey h o m e .
I produced the reading by working intuitively, starting from m y two core
assumptions and making use of existing scholarly analyses of masculinity, dance, gender
and sexuality. M y guiding aim was to try to understand the process by which the story
produced the meaning it seemed to intend, and the meanings I ascribed to it.
In more specific terms, I began with the two core assumptions about the book
and then read the various events and actions in the story back through these two
assumptions. That is, h o w does the story attempt to produce a 'real' boy, what
discourses does it draw on and h o w are they configured? This process generated three
themes; 'negotiating the assumption of homosexuality', 'normalising masculinity', and
'the importance of success'. In the next section of this chapter I present m y reading of
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Jump using these three organising themes. It is worth pointing out that even though the
'assumption of homosexuality' is often assumed to be at the heart of Western
ambivalence to male theatrical dancers, m y analysis suggests that it is not the whole
story.

A reading
T h e final picture in Jump (described above) appears to be of a classic nuclear family,
happy once again after the difficulties caused by Steven's deske to dance, and Steven,
high in the ak, presumably with joy. In s o m e ways this is a remarkable and unexpected
choice for a closing image. While it conveys a strong sense of closure as one might
expect in a children's picture book, it also appears to m a k e a clear link between what
seems to be the story's intended meaning, that real boys do dance, and that this particular
family (structure) is left undamaged, and perhaps even strengthened, by the whole
episode.

The assumption of homosexuality
O n e possible reading of this story is that Steven's deske to go to ballet classes was
indeed a potentially terminal threat to his 'normal' family. This threat is unspoken in
Jump although Steven's mother does say that 'real boys' don't dance. It seems highly
improbable that she meant that boys w h o do are s o m e h o w 'unreal', in the sense of being
fake or something other than human. I would argue that part of the unspoken threat in
Jump is that, by deciding to dance and perhaps aspke to a profession associated with gay
m e n , Steven indicates that he might also be gay. A s a result, the story appears to contain
a series of elements designed to counter this threat and to demonstrate that males w h o
want to dance are like 'everyone else', not 'strange' but 'normal'.
This interpretation sheds s o m e light on the unexplained yet severe and
unsympathetic reaction of his mother, and his father's attempt to, at times physically,
restrain him from joining the dance class. It suggests that the initial reluctance of
Steven's parents to let him dance does not represent a trivial or easily resolved impasse.
It speaks instead to the hopes and dreams of m a n y parents that thek son(s) will bring
credit and respectability (and grandchildren?) to the family. In this sense, a dancing son
m a y represent a potentially unmanageable threat to the internal cohesion, public
respectability and cultural legitimacy of 'the family'. A s lesbian feminist (for example,
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Bunch, 1987;-Rich, 1980) and queer theory writing (Buder, 1990; 1993) has argued, the
normalisation of heterosexual nuclear families has rested heavily on constructions of
homosexuality as deviant and a destabilising threat to these families. This m a y also help
to explain the celebratory family picture which closes the story and w h y the story does
not simply conclude in resolution for Steven. Steven's ultimate public success and
validation as a dancer is also a significant m o m e n t of resolution for his whole nuclear
family. Until the m o m e n t of Steven's triumph, the spectre of a deviant, 'sissy', queer son
and brother loomed large.
I would also want to argue that the assumption of homosexuality operates
through the story by vktue of its unspokenness. Other than his mother's brief assertion
about what 'real' boys don't do, w e are given no indication as to w h y Steven's parents
should object to him dancing. But it is the adults in the story w h o object, not the
children, leaving us little option other than to assume that they conform to the dominant
negative assumption about male dancers throughout the 20 th century, that of
homosexuality, and that it is this which holds the narrative together. Therefore, the
suggestion appears to be that by showing that Steven is a 'real' boy, he also implicidy
shows that he is not homosexual.
It also seems at least arguable that the age of the story's hero (Steven appears to
be no m o r e than five or six years old) is not insignificant. A s I have argued, an important
element of the story, if not a central concern, is the assumption of homosexuality
amongst male ballet dancers. But as an infant, Steven has the potential to be understood
within a romanticised construction of child asexuality and innocence, an aspect which
m a y reduce the potential for his deskes to be seen as indicating homosexuality to some
readers. In other words, Steven's age is not incidental to the narrative. This is interesting
because, as I s h o w in Chapter Nine, only a minority of the male dancers I interviewed
began dance training at such a young age. So there is a sense in which the atypicality of
Steven's age serves to bring the function of this element of the story to the attention of
the reader. It belies itself. It is also worth bearing in mind that, although no dkect
mention is m a d e of Steven wanting to be a ballet dancer w h e n he grows up, the final
words of the book, spoken by his mother, are 'he'll m a k e a fine dancer too'. T h e
possibility of Steven becoming a professional dancer is being left open even though
there is no suggestion that Steven has m a d e any such decision himself. At the same time,
his age serves to distance him from the assumption of homosexuality. In short, the
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intention appears to be to locate the deske to become a male dancer within a body
which is too young to possess homosexual deske, once again attempting to sever any
pre-existing connection the reader might have m a d e between homosexuality and male
dance.
In summary, m y reading of the story suggests a delicate set of narrative
manoeuvrings in which the assumption of homosexuality is central. It is the thing which
underscores the anxiety about male dancers, and yet is the thing which Steven is
intended to disprove. It is an indispensable, silent element of the story, but is the very
thing the story seeks to erase. It can be seen in three important elements of the story.
Fkst, Steven's deske to dance is presented as a matter of concern for his whole
heterosexual nuclear family, a point emphasised by the joy expressed on the night of the
end of year performance. Second, 'homosexual' is replaced by the unspoken opposite of
'real' ('real boys don't go to dance classes'). This point is emphasised by the lack of an
explicit explanation about w h y his parents see a dancing son as problematic. Finally, the
choice of Steven's age can be read as an attempt to distance Steven from the assumption
of homosexuality.

Normalising males
This leads to the question of h o w the assumption of homosexuality is resolved. In one
respect, very little changes between the beginning and the end of the story; Steven still
wants to dance. So what changed the minds of his parents so completely? Before
considering the method of resolution, w e need to look at the elements of the story which
make it resolvable. That is, there is something about Steven which makes him able to
'carry' the label of dancer, such that he emerges at the end of the story as proof that 'real'
boys do dance.
The reading proposed here is that the story is resolvable because Steven is a
certain type of boy. T h e intended moral oijump, that 'real' boys can and do dance, seems
to rest on a conception of what 'normal' boys are like. F r o m the very beginning of the
story any suggestion that Steven might deviate from hegemonic norms of male
behaviour (other than wanting to dance) is meticulously avoided. A s early as the second
sentence of the story w e read that Steven wants to join the other boys in the dance class,
Michael, Joe and Barry, and not the more numerous gkls, even though there is no
suggestion in the story that the boys and gkls dance (or jump) differendy.1 In fact, there
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is n o reason -given at all for Steven identifying only with the boys in the class, and they
play no further part in the story. Without this element, Steven's deske to go to ballet
classes could have been read as indicating a deske to be in mixed or even female
company, a love of classical music, an interest in tight fitting clothing or simply an
attraction to the graceful movements of ballet. With it, his interest in being with the
other boys renders dance similar to other homo-social male pursuits, like competitive
sports. That is, he wants to be 'one of the boys'.
W e then read that Steven's favourite physical activity is jumping. This also sits
comfortably with stereotypical constructions of young boys as boisterous, energetic and
physically active. Steven is not quiet, shy, effeminate or withdrawn which, coupled with a
deske to go to ballet classes like his sister, m a y have m a d e him seem too unlike 'most'
boys. O n c e again, it is not ballet itself that Steven is interested in, but the instrumental
value of ballet training to help him jump higher.
T h e presence of this information so early in the story seems designed to head
off any ambiguity which would have undermined the story's depiction of Steven as
'normal'. In short, the story is resolvable because there is a seamless match between the
story's explicit message, and the choice of hero to deliver it. Steven 'proves' that
amongst males w h o decide to do ballet, there are at least some w h o are 'normal'. T h e
revealing point is that the story refutes the assumption of homosexuality, not by proving
his heterosexuality (a delicate task in a children's book, to say the least), but by showing
him to be physically active, a boy w h o loves to jump and w h o wants to 'play' with the
other boys. It is the power invested in this form of embodied gender identity on which
the moral and ultimate meaning of the story is staked.

The importance of success
So far I have suggested that, on one level, the story appears to be motivated by a deske
to convince the reader that Steven is not gay. In the previous section I argued that
Steven is constructed as a particular type of boy through the deployment of a range of
discursive devices: his fondness for jumping, his energetic nature, his deske to be like
other boys. That is, other than wanting to dance, in all other respects he is 'normal'.
However, these alone do not fully explain the joyful resolution which closes the book.
T h e story also makes clear that Steven not only likes to jump, he also possesses
a very large jump. It is the size of his jump thatfirstbrings him to the attention of his
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sister's ballet-teacher. In this respect, Steven is not only an energetic and gifted young
boy; he also possesses one of the attributes most sought after in classical male dancers.
In other words, Steven's deske to participate in dance is legitimated because he is
talented and likely to be good at it. W e might wonder h o w the attitudes of his teacher,
his parents and the audience at the school's end of year performance might have varied
had he displayed little aptitude for this highly codified dance form? W o u l d his deske to
participate have been enough to gain acceptance for his choice had he not been able to
stand out from the crowd? Clearly, the m o m e n t of celebration in Jump comes w h e n
Steven is the star of the show. It is only then that his parents are able to admit to others
that thek son dances and that the confusion of his choice is resolved. Ultimately, it is not
the pleasure that Steven derives from dancing which is the source of pride and fulfilment
for his family, but his mastery of dance skill and the external manifestation of his
physical prowess.
In summary, the story appears to be concerned with convincing the reader that
dance is an activity which 'normal' boys do. Steven establishes his 'normality' by being
energetic, physically skilled, competitive (wanting to jump higher) and not wanting to
associate with gkls. However, I would argue that another discursive resource is
generated in the story, either intentionally or unintentionally. In the context of this story,
dance emerges as a primarily athletic activity. Only then does it become an acceptable
thing for boys to do, especially if they do it proficientiy. T h e opportunities dance might
provide Steven for self-expression or to mix with female children or to wear ballet tights
appear not to be sufficiendy 'normal' motivations for him to want to dance, and are
therefore not mentioned. It appears that for the male child, dance is only an acceptable
choice w h e n it is predicated o n developing athletic skill or is in s o m e way connected to
sport, as in the case of the basketball dance in the story.

Other stories
At the risk of repetition, I want to m a k e clear m y purpose in 'reading' Jump, since w e
could obviously n o w extend this reading in a number of dkections. I did so because it
poses possible answers to the two questions I posed about male dancers at the beginning
of this thesis. Fkst, it answers the 'who' question by telling us something about w h o
Steven is. T h e answer takes the form of a list of qualities which, apart from wanting to
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dance, mark him as a 'normal' boy. A n d just as w e learn something about w h o he is, w e
learn w h o he is not; Steven is not a 'sissy'.
With respect to the 'how' question, w e learn that Steven became a dancer by
overcoming the (unjustified?) prohibitions of his parents and particularly his mother
(prohibitions which did not apply to his sister), by having his talent 'spotted' by his
sister's ballet teacher, and by proving his proficiency at the skills (particularly athletic
skills) of ballet in a public performance.
So, with respect to the existence of male dancers, Jump has something to say
about the product (who?) and the process (how?), and I have argued that these answers
are constructed via the deployment of certain discursive resources. In straightforward
terms, then, I was interested to ask h o w this particular discursive production of a male
dancer compares to others? Are the resources used in Jump indicative of the stories told
by other people? Therefore, in the remainder of this chapter I propose to review the
scholarly and popular literature concerned with male involvement in Western theatrical
dance.

Which literature?
Although I have argued that there is a dearth of research about male theatrical dancers, it
is, nonetheless, a topic which could be studied through a massive popular dance
literature. This literature includes a large number of biographies and autobiographies of
notable dancers and numerous profiles of n e w and established male stars in dance
magazines. There is no doubt that one could build a picture of the kinds of males w h o
become dancers and the ways in which they construct themselves through these
publications. However, on the whole, I have chosen to use these sources sparingly for
two main reasons. Fkst, as I came into contact with dancers and dance scholars in the
course of this work I became aware of a general belief about the superficiality of these
publications. Certainly, there is an unmistakable tone of respectfulness towards dance
people, instimtions and traditions in m u c h of this writing. There is also a great deal of
predictability and repetition so that a dancer's career is usually told by naming, in
chronological order, thek teachers, companies they have worked for and notable dancers
and choreographers they have worked with. M y conclusion is that, as a genre of writing,
this literature says a great deal about the way both male and female dancers, particularly
ballet dancers, are constructed in public, but that its sheer size and limited thematic
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scope m a d e it only marginally relevant to this project. Second, and following on from
this point, I decided to consider literature which focused specifically on the question of
male involvement in theatrical dance. This is an important methodological point because
it draws attention to the fact that m y interviews with male dancers were conducted
within a context in which I explicidy problematised the sex of the dancer. I was not
simply asking a group of people h o w they became dancers, but rather h o w they, as
males, became dancers. Therefore, in general terms, the literature reviewed in the
remainder of this chapter was chosen because of its relevance to the following question:
h o w have popular and academic writers explained male involvement (or lack of
involvement) in theatrical dance given the tendency for it to be seen as an atypical career
choice for Western m e n ?

Men and Western theatrical dance
A s well as mapping s o m e of the discursive terrain u p o n which m y interviews with
dancers are analysed, this chapter is designed to chart the emergence of these discourses
over time. A s I will show, it is clear that the various histories of male involvement in
theatrical dance are important elements of the discursive present. That is, whatever the
truth about the various periods of development in Western theatrical dance m a y be, the
present is invariably explained via references to the past. For this reason, I propose to
interweave the literature presented here with some of the key stories found in standard
dance histories and a n u m b e r of other scholarly works. In this way, I a m endeavouring
to give a sense of the ways in which m e n have been positioned within these stories.
Although none of the literature I cite here explicidy addresses the same question as the
one I a m asking in this research, m y argument is that w e can draw from this literature a
sense of w h o the male dancer has been at various historical m o m e n t s and, in some cases,
h o w he came to be.
It also needs to be stressed that, although I will attempt to give this literature
some chronological coherence, I will not provide an exhaustive historical account of the
development of ballet and modern/contemporary dance, nor of the ckcumstances in
which male participation in these two dance forms was high or low. For this reason I will
dwell only briefly over the historical details and concentrate more on the interpretations
of certain events by particular writers. A s I have indicated, it is the retelling of these
events that I a m interested in rather than the events themselves.
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'Strength', 'skill'and standards'
Ballet historians tend to begin thek accounts with the dances of the Italian and French
courts of the middle ages and early Renaissance. (Anderson, 1992; Au, 1988; Clarke &
Crisp, 1981; 1984; 1992; Steeh, 1982). It is generally argued that, in its 'original form',
ballet was predominandy, although not entirely, a male preserve. For the most part, the
dancers from this period appear to have been drawn from the nobility and royal families,
with the casts sometimes supplemented by professionals in order to fulfil the more
technically challenging roles (Au, 1988). There also seems to be a feeling amongst some
writers that these early ballet men were not overly 'skilful'. Although this is not made
clear, the deployment of the notion of 'technical skill' here appears to suggest feats of
acrobatic and athletic prowess. Au (1988, p. 11) writes:
The dancers in the earliest ballets were not the highly skilled
professionals of today. Instead, they were usually noble
amateurs, often led by the king or queen. In contrast to today's
ballet dancers they would seem very earthbound, for the steps
and movements they executed were derived from the social
dances of the time, which emphasized decorum, grace and
elegance rather than feats of strength and agility.
For Au, the earliest dancers were not 'highly skilled' because they lacked 'strength and
agility'. This is a construction that typifies much of the popular history of ballet. This
construction holds that the ballet we see today is the end result of a gradual, linear and
inevitable 'improvement' in the 'skills' of dancers. But it is also a highly gendered
construction. Most of the dancers Au is referring to were males, and the parallel she
draws between 'skill' on the one hand and 'strength and agility' on the other seems to
point to the modern male dancer. Even though modern female ballet dancers are highly
athletic performers, the image of the ballerina is still associated, to use Au's words, with
'decorum, grace and elegance' (Aalten, 1997). Indeed, it is precisely her 'strength and
agility' which the classical ballerina attempts to conceal in her performance.
However, my main focus here is on how notions of 'standards' in male dancing
are retrospectively constructed. In particular, I want to disrupt the idea that the male
dancers of the French and Italian courts, and any other period for that matter, lacked
skill compared with the male dancers of today. Rather, I am arguing that what counts for
excellence in male dancing can only be seen within its social and historical context. It is
impossible to know what the audiences of these early ballets 'really' thought about the
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spectacle before them. But taking a lead from historical studies of this period (Elias,
1983; Howard, 1998), it seems that 'grace' and 'decorum' were highly valued qualities
amongst aristocratic and royal men in the courts of Western Europe. And while it is also
clear that these early ballets were often the unabashed self-celebrations of the current
monarch, a point which suggests that audience members may have been reluctant to
express thek displeasure, the 'skills' of the male dancers do seem to have been highly
praised and well liked by those who saw them (Anderson, 1992). The absence of great
feats of 'strength and agility' (if, indeed, they were absent) would seem to have had more

to do with both the kinds of social events these ballets were (gatherings for society's elit
as opposed to theatrical performances which people paid to see) and the state of
contemporary gender relations. Therefore, even at this early stage there is a sense of the
ways in which notions of 'skill' and 'standards' are entangled with historically contingent
attitudes towards the spectacle of the male body. Thus, when they look back, dance
writers such as Au (1988) and Clarke and Crisp (1982) 'see' dancers who lacked 'skill'.

The 'victim' of Romanticism
According to Au (1988, p. 45):
Ballet achieved its modern identity during the 19th century, or
at least acquked m a n y of the characteristics that are n o w
equated with it in the public mind: the pointe technique, or
dancing on the tips of the toes; the bouffant skkt called the
m m ; the deske to create an illusion of weighdessness and
effortlessness; and the association of the female dancer with
ethereal creatures of fantasy, such as sylphs and fakies.
Significandy, most of these characteristics apply solely to the
female dancer, for in the course of the century the male dancer
suffered a crushing loss of prestige.
For Clarke and Crisp (1984, p. 7):
It is only with the emergence of Romanticism in ballet during
the 1830s that the ballerina becomes the central figure and
ultimately the justification for ballet, with the m a n reduced to a
sometimes ignoble and almost invisible role as support for the
female dancer.
It is apparent in these passages that the authors see the disappearance of the male ballet
dancer as something done to 'him'. The ballerina is constructed as triumphant while the
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male emerges as the unsuspecting victim. This account is deficient in at least two
respects.
Fkst, as Banes (1998) shows, during the Romantic period all but the most
celebrated ballerinas in Paris and London tended to be working class, poorly paid, and
were generally expected to be sexually available by thek wealthy, predominandy male
audiences. In fact, she suggests that despite thek prominence on the stage, they were
considered only slighdy more respectable than prostitutes, a point which is carefully
avoided by those who see the male dancer as the 'victim' of Romanticism's celebration
of the ballerina.
Second, these accounts make no attempt to explain the 'demise' of the male

dancer except to see it as a phase in the tastes of ballet audiences. By contrast, Burt
(1995) suggests that we need to look outside ballet in order to understand the status
the male dancer during this period. He begins by reminding us that:

Up until the nineteenth century in Europe, prejudices against
the male dancer did not exist. By the end of the twentieth
century these have developed and changed in response to a
variety of social and historical factors, (p. 10)
That is, although misgivings about male dancers may have a long history and endure
today, we cannot assume that the reasons for these misgivings have not changed or that
they have always been expressed in the same ways. For example, Burt suggests that the

belief that all male dancers are homosexual does not explain thek original disappearan

during ballet's Romantic period, roughly corresponding to the second and thkd quarters
of the 19th century. At the same time, many forms of social dance were flourishing,
making it necessary for us to look beyond the mere act of dancing.

Examination of attitudes towards the male dancer during this
earlier period suggests that what is at stake is the development
of modern, middle class attitudes towards the male body and
the expressive aspects of male social behaviour. Gender
representations in cultural forms, including theatre dance, do
not merely reflect changing social definitions of femininity and
masculinity but are actively involved in the process through
which gender is constructed. W h a t concerns us here is the way
that the socially produced parameters of and limits on male
behaviour are expressed in representations of masculinity in
theatre dance. At stake is the appearance of the dancing male
body as spectacle. (Burt, 1995, p. 12)
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Burt makes-connections between the absence of m e n in 19th century ballet, the
disappearance of the male nude from painting and sculpture, and the 'adoption of the
plain, black, bourgeois suit' (p. 13). As the work of authors such as Crosset (1990),
Kimmel (1987) and McLaren (1997) suggests, I would argue that these developments
can also be understood within a wider economic, industrial, and social context in which
anxieties about Western gender relations in general were deepening. In drawing a line
between Burt and these authors, suspicion about male dancers can be linked with
attitudes which saw 'respectable' middle class morality and 'manliness' as at risk of being
eroded by the excesses of a rapidly modernising and urbanising society. At the same
time, ballet as an art form increasingly came to be seen as a vestige of aristocratic
decadence and declined in popularity amongst 'polite' society (Anderson, 1992; Banes
1998). Of course, these two concerns, one looking backward and one looking forward,
both point to the emergence of a new set of constructions around middle class men — on
the one hand, productive, disciplined and disinclined against emotional or bodily display,
while always at risk of becoming physically soft and morally weak on the other. It is also
worth recalling that this period saw the establishment of organised team sports,

particularly in Britain and its colonies, partly as a bulwark against the perceived threat o
declining 'virility' amongst ruling class males (Chandler, 1996; Crosset, 1990; Martens,
1996). In fact, this point reminds us that this period is not one in which the spectacle of
the moving male body disappeared, but that only certain spectacles, such as contact team
sports, signified 'manliness'. Therefore, after baEet had broadened in popularity in
Western Europe during the 17th and 18th centuries, particularly as it moved from the
courts to public stages, the gradual disappearance of men in ballet in the 19 century
coincided with ballet's declining popularity.
However, ballet clearly did retain a following during this period and w e can see
amongst its devotees a different orientation to the male dancer. Theophile Gautier, the
often quoted 19th century French poet, ballet critic and, according to Clarke and Crisp
(1984, p. 22), 'true voice of Romanticism', saw ballet as 'a counter to the development of
a materialistic and philistine bourgeoisie' (Sayers, 1993, p. 167). He considered the male
dancer to be 'monstrous and indecent' (quoted in Clarke & Crisp, 1984, p. 22) and
complained:
Nothing is indeed more abominable than a man displaying his
red neck, his thick muscular arms, and legs with calves like a
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parish beadle's, while his whole heavy, vkile frame shudders
with his leaps and pkouettes.
What is interesting about this quote is that it suggests that the male dancer was
unwelcome on the ballet stage because he was out of place within an increasingly
Romantic aesthetic, rather than because of doubts about his 'manliness'. It therefore
suggests that two separate, although related, objections emerged during the 19th century,
both of which stem from the emergence of bourgeois morality. On the one hand, the
male ballet dancer was associated with moral (and Burt suggests aristocratic) degeneracy,
and the 'rude prowess of the working classes' (Burt, 1995, p. 25), on the other.
Therefore, although they had different reasons, both ballet's detractors and supporters
appear to have been satisfied that men should not dance, a point which at least
problematises the male dancer's 'victim' status.
Further, Sayers' (1993) discussion of 19th and 20th century ballet criticism shows
that it is impossible to fully understand the status of the male dancer without considering
the emerging construction of the ballerina and, more generally, Romantic notions of
fenkninity. She argues that Gautier's writings were a reflection of the popular view of
ballet as '''feminine" and as music hall spectacle' (p. 166). Moreover, she suggests that:
In early Romanticism ideal beauty was of a masculine vkile
kind whereas Gautier's writing reflects the dominance of later
Romanticism's idealisation of 'feminine' beauty in it's (sic)
vkginal tragi-poetic figures or in the image of the femme fatale, la
belle dame sans merci. Such types are c o m m o n figures in ballet.
Clear dichotomies of ferninine type are also found in ballet
criticism, the most famous being Gautier's opposition of the
chaste and vkginal image of Marie Taglioni as a 'Christian'
dancer and the m o r e earthly sensuality of Fanny Elssler as a
'pagan' dancer.' (p. 167, emphasis in original)
The point I want to stress here is that the male ballet dancer needs always to be seen
within wider configurations of social relations, rather than as having drifted
spontaneously in and out of vogue.
In s u m m a r y then, while it is not m y concern in this research to establish the
'facts' about the 'demise' of male ballet dancers in 19th century Western Europe, there
are a number of points which can be made. Fkst, this period was marked by (in

particular) middle class anxiety about gender relations within a rapidly industrialising and
urbanising society, and not just about masculinity, a point which Burt (1995) seems to
imply but which is not clearly articulated in his work. Second, outside the art form
96

bourgeois society seems to have associated ballet with an effete aristocratic sensibility,
which positioned the male dancer in opposition to the new professional, productive and
soberly attired male body. This is associated with a lowering of the status of ballet
generally, a factor which is tied up with its association with the female body and which
clearly made it an unlikely career choice for men of any social strata. Thkd, the male
dancer was also out of place within ballet's late developing Romantic aesthetic. While
ballet continued to maintain a middle class audience, its devotees became preoccupied
with the image of the ballerina, the embodiment of idealised Romantic femininity. Here,
the dancing male body came to be an unwanted reminder of the impure, fecund and
overly vigorous working class body. In short, in this important period we see the
emergence of two somewhat contradictory constructions around the male dancer, each
informed by contemporary social and historical forces. Important amongst these forces
was the birth of the middle class male sportsman and a new kind of regime of male
embodiment which emphasised militaristic values and saw the hardened, combative and
emotionally controlled male body as essential for the 'success' of the white races. And
while both of these constructions remained influential into the future, it is the athletic
male body which was to prove crucial in the reappearance of Western male theatrical
dancers and to the next century's answers to the question, 'who is the male dancer?'

The assumption of homosexuality
Sayers (1993) argues that, as well as idealised, the Romantic vision of the ballerina needs
also to be seen as highly eroticised, certainly from the point of the male, middle class
heterosexual spectator. Writing about the ballerina Fanny Elssler, Gautier waxes lyrical:
She comes forward in her pink satin basquine trimmed with
wide flounces of black lace; her skkt, weighted at the hem, fits
tighdy over the hips; her slender waist boldly arches and causes
the diamond ornament on her bodice to glitter; her leg,
smooth as marble, gleams through the frail m e s h of her silk
stocking; and her little foot at rest seems but to await the signal
of the music. H o w charming she is with her big c o m b , the rose
behind her ear, her lustrous eyes and her sparkling smile!
(quoted in Anderson, 1992, p. 97, italics in original)
With Gautier in mind, Burt (1995, p. 27-28) proposes that:
The male dancer must undoubtedly have got in the way of
erotic appreciation of feminine display ... N o t only did the
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male dancer become out of place on the newly feminine ballet
stage but, because male appreciation of the spectacle of the
ballerina took on sexual aspects, the ways that male dancers
appeared on stage became a source of anxiety to bourgeois
male spectators. T o enjoy the spectacle of m e n dancing is to
be interested in m e n . Because there was no acknowledged
distinction between ballet as aesthetic experience and ballet as
erotic spectacle, let alone any understanding of the way art
expresses social and political meanings, the pleasures of
watching m e n dancing became, in the mid-nineteenth century,
marred by anxieties about masculine identity. T h e male ballet
dancer came too close for comfort to the blurred and
problematic line that separates, or as Sedgwick implies fails to
separate, necessary and approved homosocial male bonding
from forbidden homosexual sexuality.
As this passage indicates, Burt draws on the work of Sedgwick (1985), for whom the line
between the homosocial and the homosexual is 'always-akeady' crossed, leaving
heterosexual men with the task of needing to prove thek heterosexuality, usually through
sexist and homophobic words and actions. According to Burt, it is precisely the inability
of the body of the male dancer to clearly articulate the distinction between the
homosocial and the homosexual, which precipitated the suspicion of homosexuality. As
before, I would argue that it is important to remember that the last quarter of the 19th
century was a time of increasing legal and medical intervention in matters of gender

relations and sexuality. As McLaren (1997) illustrates, a great many acts, such as flashin
and cross dressing, came to be indicative of 'deviancy' during this period in Western
Europe and North America as concerns about morality and the roles of men and women
reached new heights.
Therefore, it seems that the late Victorian period generated a n e w answer to the
question 'who is the male dancer?', that of the 'deviant' and, later, the homosexual. In
Burts analysis (1995, p. 24), the spectacle of the male dancer now carried 'the threat of
revealing the suppressed homosexual component within the links he has with other men
and through which he maintains his power and status in patriarchal society.' He goes on
to argue:
The prejudice [against the male dancer] did not therefore arise
because of any actual belief that male dancers were
homosexual. W h e n , however, gay m e n did become involved in
dance and ballet, with Shawn and Nijinsky, the homophobic
structures were akeady there to police any infringement of
heterosexual norms, (p. 28)
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Diaghilev, Nijinsky and the Pallet Russes
According to Clarke and Crisp (1984, p. 30):

It was in Russia, in the Imperial Ballet of St Petersburg, that
ballet was preserved, and it was from here that the eventual
revival of ballet as an art in the West, and with it the renewed
validity of male dancing, was to come.
The appearances of Diaghilev's Ballet Russes in Western Europe is seen by many ballet
writers as the turning point in the general popularity of ballet and the 'rehabilitation'
the male dancer in the West. Serge Diaghilev had been a Russian art lover and
entrepreneur who became well known for popularising Russian art, particularly painting,
music and opera, to Western audiences during the first decade of the 20th century (Clarke
& Crisp, 1992). He eventually turned to ballet and, in the process of bringing Russian
ballet to Western Europe, revolutionised the art form.
Diaghilev hand picked his new company, choosing the best dancers from the St
Petersburg and Moscow Imperial Theatre companies (Drummond, 1997). However,
while the Ballet Russes produced many of ballet's greatest stars, it was notable for more
than the quality of its dancers. Diaghilev also employed many of the best Russian, and
later French, composers, conductors, designers, painters and writers to produce an
entirely new ballet experience. Leading artists such as Tchaikovsky, Stravinsky, Ravel,
Prokofiev, Debussy, Bakst, Mko, Picasso and Cocteau all worked at various times on
Ballet Russes productions which, by all accounts, were dazzling extravaganzas. In
particular, they were instandy and hugely popular amongst the very groups which had
previously shunned ballet - the artistic intelligentsia and affluent middle classes of
London and Paris. The Ballet Russes made its debut on the 19th of May, 1909, in Paris
and died with Diaghilev in Venice, where he is buried, in 1929.
In its debut performance, the company contained the male virtuoso Vaslav
Nijinsky who, at this time, was Diaghilev's lover. The relationship seems to have ended
abruptiy when Nijinsky hurriedly and secredy married in 1913, and almost immediately
found himself expelled from the company (Earl, 1988). Despite attempts to resurrect his

career over the next few years, Nijinsky danced infrequendy after the split with the Balle
Russes, gave his final performance in 1919, was diagnosed as schizophrenic3 and
admitted to a sanatorium where he spent much of the remainder of his life, finally dying
in London in 1950.
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In sharp contrast to French and English ballet at this time, the Ballet Russes
included a number of highly skilled male dancers and its ballets featured many leading
male roles. It is not surprising then that, rather than the predominandy male,
(apparendy) heterosexual audiences of the past, ballet audiences were increasingly made
up of women and, particularly in Paris, a number of prominent gay male artists such as
Cocteau and Proust. In fact, as Burt (1995) shows, the Ballet Russes' male stars such as
Nijinsky, Massine and Lifar became significant icons in Western European gay culture.
However, Burt argues that the Ballet Russes enjoyed greater adulation in France than in
England, partly because English audiences were less comfortable with the highly
expressive, narcissistic, androgynous and sexually ambiguous roles Nijinsky performed.4
It would surely have also been significant that Diaghilev seems to have done little to
conceal his relationship with Nijinsky.
But who was Nijinsky? Burt (1995) proposes that despite his homosexuality and
highly eroticised performances, Nijinsky was discursively 'recuperated' within polite
society during his brief period of international fame. He claims that commentators drew
on a range of existing discursive strategies which, although obviously not identical,
closely resemble those employed in Jump. Fkst, Nijinsky is supposed to have possessed
breathtaking athletic abilities, particularly his jumping and leaping. For example, a
drawing by Jean Cocteau shows Nijinsky slumped in a chak, utterly exhausted having
just come off stage. His shoulders are being rubbed by an attendant while another fans
him with a towel in a scene reminiscent of a boxer in his corner between rounds. In the
eyes of his audience, he could hardly have been accused of lacking male vigour, the thing
which many thought was drained by comfortable Western living. Second, the discourse
of the artistic genius was employed, one which in the past had given license to many
'eccentric' and 'creative' males to flout the conventions of respectable male behaviour.
Burt (1995, p. 82-83) writes:
Nijinsky was not famous just for his strength, agility and his
exceptional skill in partnering a ballerina. H e was also hailed
for his extraordinary expressiveness and the uncanny w a y he
'got into' his roles ... It was his dramatic expressiveness in
roles like Petrouchka and the sensuality of his performance of
roles like the Golden Slave in Scheherazade (1910), as well as for
his technical abilities, that Nijinsky was acclaimed as a genius.
A s Christine Battersby has argued, the idea of genius has
sometimes been invoked to allow male artists to give
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expression to emotions that, over the last two centuries, have
been characterized as feminine, (italics in original)
In the following interview excerpt from 1967, the leading ballet critic C. W. Beaumont,
who saw Nijinsky dance many times, discusses Nijinsky's qualities:

Interviewer: What was the secret of Nijinsky's impact on the
audience? W a s it just the dancing?
Beaumont: No, I don't think it was only the dancing. I think it
was primarily because he was a very great artist, and every role
that he created was quite different from the other ones. Y o u
see s o m e dancers w h o have very considerable talents
technically, perhaps even mimetically, but o n the other hand
you can see it's just the same dancer wearing a different
costume. But with Nijinsky that wasn't the case at all. H e was a
completely different person and I never have honesdy seen
anyone, or seen very few that have really that same
achievement. ( D r u m m o n d , 1997, p. 126)
The point I want to stress is that we are dealing here with Nijinsky's abikty to generate
dramatic effect through his characters, as opposed to his ability to execute difficult or
physically demanding ballet steps. In fact, it is clear that these two areas are often seen
mutually exclusive areas of ballet 'skill'.
Last, Burt argues that, as an 'oriental', Nijinsky was exoticised as a member of a
culture in which sexual freedom and experimentation were accepted. Therefore, it was
not surprising if this 'wild' and 'uncivilised' man had 'wild' and 'uncivilised' deskes. As
with Steven from Jump, Nijinsky is constructed as highly athletic, possessing exceptional
skills and as belonging to a group exempt from the strictures of 'acceptable' adult male
sexuality. Of course, there are obvious differences. For one, Steven was successful
primarily because of his athletic prowess whereas Nijinsky was credited with having other
prodigious talents. But it is striking that Burt's analysis, similar to the one I presented
Jump, demonstrates how existing gender and sexual relations produce particular
narratives about males who dance.
Burt concludes, justifiably in my view, that Nijinsky was probably 'read' in
complex and often contradictory ways by conservative, gay, straight, female, male,
middle class and aristocratic audiences. There was much about his performances that
was shocking and transgressive, and much that could be recuperated by dominant
gender regimes, particularly his fakly traditional 'bravura' solos which emphasised the

101

strength and- 'vkility' of the leading male. However, it is noticeable that m u c h of the
writing about Nijinsky (and male dancers more generally) appears to ignore or excuse his
sexuality and what others (Burt, 1995; Kopelson, 1997) have seen as his highly sexualised
performances. For example, Steeh (1982, p. 95) describes his roles and choreography as
'unusual', Clarke and Crisp (1992) and Au (1988) both make passing references to strong
audience reactions to some of his performances, while Anderson (1992, p. 125) writes:
'Quite apart from its morality or immorality, Nijinsky's choreography was striking to
behold.'
As Burt points out, ballet writers consistentiy ask us to believe that sexuality is
inconsequential to the work of homosexual dancers and choreographers. It is not

surprising, then, that Nijinsky's legacy is so often seen as helping to repopulari.se balle
re-legitimate the male solo within ballet choreography and, more generally, begin the
rehabilitation of the male dancer.
A clear exception to this depiction is Kopelson's The Queer Afterlife of Vaslav
Nijinsky (1997). Kopelson attempts to 'write' (p. 1) Nijinsky as a gay icon because, he
argues:
Nijinsky was the Lord Alfred Douglas6 of the Ballet Russes.
T h e dancer, however, had even more lilac-hued notoriety ...
notoriety based upon c o m m o n knowledge of his relationship
with Serge Diaghilev, upon his having been one of the fkst
sensuous young m e n to dominate a Western stage recendy
riven by the homosexual/heterosexual division we're still
contending with today, and upon his mastery of leading roles
and body languages that had little to do with conventional
masculinity. Notoriety, moreover, that few of the gay dancers
who've worked in Nijinsky's wake, including Rudolf Nureyev
and Michael Jackson, have matched, (p. 4-5)
Although Kopelson acknowledges the complex ways in which Nijinsky's work was and
is recuperated within dominant conservative ballet discourses, he argues that Nijinsky

expressed for us, the emotion - and enabled the vicarious
experience - of liberation. Liberation from the force of gravity,
of course, but liberation from homophobic constraint as well
... Literalizing the figure of gay flight, Nijinsky taught us h o w
to prance with pride - true gay pride - and hence to disfigure,
transfigure, and transcend the abjection the figure represents
without relying on camp, a more stereotypically gay
transcendence of abjection, (p. 32—33)
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A n d further:-

for anyone attuned to the symbolism, Nijinsky is a free agent,
whatever his psychological motivation or final fate m a y be.
Metaphysically speaking, he is the beleaguered individual w h o
can't be taken, the blithe spkit w h o embodies the licence,
including the sexual licence, Westerners fantasize, (p. 65)
Kopelson wants us to focus on particular aspects of Nijinsky's performances which, of
course, only come to us through photographs, paintings and the writings of those who
saw him dance. As with Burt, he sees Nijinsky as embodying the 'radicalism of early
modernism' (Burt, 1995, p. 100) in certain forms of artistic endeavour. Not only did his
dance art and that of his sister Bronislava Nijinska, strip back much of what they saw as
the frivolous ostentation of Romanticism, they also challenged the very stability of the
categories of sex.
In summary, there are clearly a number of 'Nijinskys', each of whom have been
produced within particular discursive agendas. In other words, the production of each

'who?' is served by particular discursive strategies ('how?'). For those who had previousl
viewed ballet as a vestige of aristocratic decadence and weakness, Nijinsky's famed
athleticism allowed them to view ballet in a new light. Conversely, his exotic 'Russianness' seems to have allowed fans of the Romantic ballerina to overlook thek association
of vigorous male display with working class brute strength. A s the various points of view
presented here suggest, Nijinsky's spectacular short career undoubtedly had an impact
on the artistic and social worlds he inhabited and these effects have, in turn, been
incorporated in fresh tellings of who Nijinsky was and what male dancers could and
should be like. The Ballet Russes probably did re-establish an audience for ballets in
which there were significant male roles, and Nijinsky does seem to have been partly
responsible for attracting a new gay male audience to the ballet. But rather than these
effects acting as evidence upon which to base a conclusion about who he really was, they
are part of the process by which he is produced and reproduced. And as I show in the
next section, in a variety of ways, these new multi-textual Nijinskys shaped and continue
to shape the discursive and material production of male dancers.

Women, modernism and men
During the opening decades of the 20'h century, a new form of theatrical dancing
emerged. As authors such as Banes (1998) and Thomas (1995) show, while the artistic
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antecedents for this m o v e m e n t can be found in the previous century, the emergence of
modern dance is most closely linked to the pioneering work of a group 20th century
dancer/choreographers, particularly Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis, Mary W i g m a n ,
Martha G r a h a m

and Doris Humphrey. Each in thek different ways articulated

alternative m o v e m e n t vocabularies to the one offered by ballet. D u n c a n was especially
critical, describing ballet as the 'brainless child to which the world pays h o m a g e leaving
its beautiful mother, the true dance, to die unhonoured' (quoted in Sayers, 1993, p. 173).
Martha Graham, perhaps the most well k n o w n and influential of all the early moderns,
developed a completely n e w technique which, unlike ballet, she saw as in tune with the
anatomical, emotional and spkitual rhythms of the female body.7
It is unquestionably significant that thesefirstdissenters from the techniques
and narratives of ballet were w o m e n . In m u c h of thek work it is possible to detect the
influence of fkst wave feminism as well as dissatisfaction with the images of femininity
projected by Romanticism. This point casts further doubt on those writers w h o
simplistically claim that the male dancer was the unwitting victim of prejudice during the
19th and early 20th centuries. W h e r e 19th century Romantic ballets had incorporated male
roles at all, it was normally as support for the ballerina. But there is little evidence that
spectators found this role demeaning or that there existed a ground swell of opinion to
change this situation. This is further evidence that the 'missing' male dancer must
therefore be seen as the (dis)embodiment of a gendered moral order which deemed
particular bodily spectacles as appropriate and others not. In short, there was simply no
obvious reason for middle class m e n to challenge the absence of m e n in ballet because it
accorded with h o w they saw themselves. So it is not altogether surprising that, despite
the success of the Ballet Russes and its male stars in particular, theatrical dancing,
whatever form it took, remained, in the West, very m u c h women's work and that those
w h o sought to break away from ballet were w o m e n , not m e n .
However, this leaves us with another discursive contradiction. O n the one
hand, popular ballet writers have claimed that the Ballet Russes helped to make male
dancing socially acceptable again (see above). A n d yet, as I show later in this section,
male ballet and modern dancers remained extremely rare well into the 1930s and 1940s,
even in Paris and L o n d o n where the first major 20 th century non-Russian ballet
companies were being formed.8 In m y view, it is necessary to draw a distinction between
chose w h o watched and created theatrical dance on the one hand, and those w h o viewed
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it from die outside on the other. A s Burt (1995) argues, the Ballet Russes had the dual
affect of raising the popularity of ballet and the male dancer in Western Europe while
also firmly establishing the stereotype of the homosexual male dancer. A s Clarke and
Crisp (1984) point out, in the period following the Ballet Russes, audiences came to
associate 'good' ballet exclusively with Russian ballet and, as a result, m a n y British born
dancers assumed Russian sounding names.
For non-ballet goers, suspicion of male dancers seems, if anything, to have
increased. T h e homosexual was by then firmly established as the pathologised and
dangerous enemy of middle class morality and the developing association between dance
and homosexuality reinforced dance as no place for 'real men'.
However, these two positions clearly informed each other. Fkst, it seems highly
probable that choosing a Russian n a m e did not simply imply credibility for non-Russian
male dancers; it m a y also have had the effect of deflecting anti-homosexual abuse since,
as w e have seen, the exoticisation of the Russian male had, to a certain extent, m a d e him
exempt from Western sexual prejudices. Second, although ballet audiences were once
again prepared to look at male dancers, they were not able to tolerate any male dancer.
A s with Steven in Jump, he needed to be discursively recuperated, in this case as the
athlete, the expressive genius and as the exotic Other. T h e point I want to stress is that
while Nijinsky is often credited with making male ballet dancing acceptable again, this is
true only within ballet ckcles and, even there, it was only true about a particular kind of
male dancer. Indeed, if it is true that Nijinsky m a d e male dancing acceptable, the
evidence for this would be a long time coming.9 A s T h o m a s ' (1995) social history of
modern dance in early 20 th century United States shows, away from the artistic hubs of
Europe, theatrical dancing remained an extremely marginal pursuit and was almost
totally associated with w o m e n at least until the 1930s.
For this reason, and others I will discuss shortly, the dance work of Ted Shawn
is all the more notable. Shawn is remembered as thefirstmale of American modern
dance and with the akeady well k n o w n Ruth St. Denis, formed the dance school and
performing company Denishawn in 1915 (Au, 1988). H e had studied for the Methodist
ministry, become ill and, according to his o w n writings, taken up dance as a form of
therapy (Shawn, 1960). T o the obvious dismay of those around him, Shawn's enthusiasm
for dance increased rapidly and became, it would seem, very m u c h his life's calling.
Shawn gave his first public performance in 1911 (Burt, 1995) and with what can only be
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called missionary zeal, travelled across the United States for the next three years devising
and giving solo performances. The precariousness of this work and a hint of his
approach to male dancing is captured in the following passage from his book, One
Thousand and One Night Stands. In this excerpt he recalls his arrival in a remote western
United States town.

Within a few minutes perspectives and my pace changed. The
vast desert spreading to the horizon seemed to shrink in size
as the m e n of the town began to loom giantlike against sandcolored Gallup. Cold sweat chilled m y skin and an ice lump
weighted m y middle as I tallied the side arms holstered against
slim hips. T h e faces under broad-brimmed felt were
prototypes of the two-gun, grim-visaged movie stars of silent
westerns. H o w would the male citizenry react to a m a n garbed
in a flame-colored chiton as I would be that night w h e n I
performed m y Greek dance? I formulated a dreadful answer.
Behind the floodlights I would be at the mercy of any drawhappy cowpoke w h o chose to spatter lead on the stage, while
he yippied, 'Dance in that red nightshkt, boy. Dance!' In a fak
fight withfistsI was equipped to face any m a n , for I was big
andripplingwith muscle. But I was properly respectful of shot
and shell, and at twenty-two, young enough to be frankly
fearful of public ridicule. (Shawn, 1960, p. 10-11)
Shawn joined St. Denis as a pupil in 1914 (Anderson, 1992) but soon became her partner
in Denishawn and her husband. From this point on, Shawn's choreography traversed the
mythical and the exotic but always with his crusade of change in mind: 'I was impelled to
wage my personal battle for the cause of the male dancer' (Shawn, 1960, p. 74). He drew
on images of ancient warriors, peasant workers and, as Burt (1995) points out, almost
every other culture he could think of but his own in order to prove that dancing was not
for 'sissies'.
In the early 1930s he separated from St. Denis and formed Ted Shawn and His
Men Dancers, a company whose work 'was dedicated to proving that dancing was a highly
masculine activity' (Au, 1988, p. 96). Shawn made much of the fact that many of his
dancers were ex-athletes and physical education college students. Once again his
choreography 'emphasised strength and athleticism; work movements, warlike drills and
the rituals of primitive cultures' (Au, 1988, p. 96), while also borrowing liberally from
competitive sport.
My experiences with the all-male dance demonstration made
m e more certain than ever that I wanted to try to sell the
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public, the press, and the educators of America on the
legitimacy of dancing as a serious career for men. Though I,
thefirstAmerican m a n to make the art of dancing his lifework, had made good, there still was a prevailing prejudice
against dancing for men. It was considered to be an
effeminate, trivial, and unworthy occupation for the strapping
and well-muscled male. I knew this to be utterly false but m e n
were in the minority in every company, including Denishawn,
and the public eye, had not really been focussed on the
problem of m e n and dancing. I hoped, by touring with a
company of men, to make people think about the subject. I
was sure that when people saw young American athletes going
through masculine dances, prejudice would be overcome and
dancing as a career would take its place with other legitimate
professions. (Shawn, 1960, p. 240-241)

There are certainly few other figures in Western theatrical dancing who did more to t

answer the question, who is the male dancer? Burt (1995) locates Shawn's answer firml
within the discourses of 'muscular Christianity' and 'essential manliness', an answer
which is laden with the late 19th and early 20th century anxieties about American
manhood which Kimmel's (1987; 1990) work has elaborated. For Kimmel, this period is
marked by a significant 'crisis of masculinity', brought on by the end of westward

expansion and increasing industrialisation. In this context, sport came to be viewed a
important compensatory activity as other 'manly' pursuits disappeared. So Shawn's
answer, that the male dancer is, in fact, an athlete, was designed to convince people that
dancing should be seen as part of the cure for, rather than a symptom of, the malaise
masculinity.
In short, Shawn 'produced' a certain kind of male dancer, both through the

things he said and wrote on the subject, but also by selecting particular kinds of mal

bodies to be in his company and by creating particular kinds of dances for these bodie
to do. Shawn seems to have deployed the discourse of exotic Otherness in much the
same way as commentators about Nijinsky had done. By choosing to base his
performances around a myriad of ancient and contemporary foreign cultures, he refused
to depict on stage what his audiences probably most feared: a dancing American male.

However, by far the dominant element of Shawn's discursive strategy was the athleticis
of his dancers and his choreography. But unlike Nijinsky, Shawn's dancers were not
simply vigorously athletic. Shawn was also at pains to explicidy associate them with
sport. Recalling a performance of his all male company, he writes: 'The audience was

intelligent and enthusiastic, and our program review written by O. B. Keeler, known as
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the Boswell of Bobby Jones, appeared smack in the middle of the sports page, a location
w e heartily approved' (Shawn, 1960, p. 254).
But was he also trying to convince Americans that male dancers were not

homosexual? My assessment of the literature from this period is that the terms 'sissy' an
'homosexual' were not completely interchangeable and it is pardy because of this that he
was able to describe his dancers and choreography as 'vkile' without having to address
the question of sexuality. Shawn was convinced that dancing was a good thing for men
to do, and the fact of his own homosexuality and that of many of his male dancers
could, I suspect, have been rationalised as 'beside the point'.10 Moreover, as the
biography of his fellow dancer and lover, Barton Mumaw, makes clear (Sherman &
Mumaw, 2000), the continued viability of Shawn's all male company depended
absolutely on vigilandy avoiding even the slightest suspicion of homosexuality.

n

The important point seems to be that homosexuality was seen as symptomatic
of, rather than synonymous with, declining levels of masculine vitality. Judging by its
success and the comments of reviewers, it was the vigorous bodily display of Shawn's
dancers that audience members found 'reassuring', rather than any explicit evidence that
the dancers were not homosexual. According to Shawn, one reviewer commented:
But, as should be the case when presenting a programme of
dances by m e n , Shawn has m o v e d away from m a n y of the
softer and more dreamy aspects of Denishawn dancing.
Choosing the subjects for his compositions from three sources
— Primitive, Labor and Religious — Shawn has succeeded in
hitting upon a trail-blazing style of dance presentation for m e n
which is both artistically important and entirely free from the
purple tints which usually hover about male dancing, (quoted
in Shawn, 1960, p. 263)
The introduction to a 1933 book of photographs of Shawn compiled by the artist
Katherine Dreier includes the following passage:
It is this power of the masculine force as expressed through
the white magic of the dance which Shawn has always
emphasized and in which his greatest vision and pioneer work
lies - the lifting of the dance in the face of derision to the
dignity of m a n h o o d and bringing to it, through the power of
the masculine rhythm, the n e w contribution of the coming
civilization of the white m a n , for in primitive races and in old
civilizations m e n have always danced. (Dreier, 1933, p. 12)
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However, this is not to suggest that Shawn's work was viewed in the same way by all
who saw it, nor, indeed, that it was not associated with homosexuality by some people.
Although there is little in the way of evidence, it seems likely that his performances
would have attracted some gay audience members (especially given many of the dancers
were gay) and others who would have known or suspected that the dancers were gay but
cared little. No doubt, there were many others who found the whole undertaking
completely immoral and stayed away. Remrning to Burt's (1995) analysis, the 'virile'
performances of Shawn's company may also have given heterosexual identifying men an
excuse to enjoy watching men's bodies on stage without themselves being accused of
being homosexual.
Shawn's all male company gave thek last performance in 1939 (Anderson,
1992) but, as I show in the next section, his unrelenting depiction of the male dancer as
athlete has been enthusiastically taken up by others. Burt (1995, p. 110) concludes that:
By arguing that dance was not 'pansy' or 'sissy', Shawn seems
to have attempted tofitin with dominant heterosexual male
norms, rather than challenging them. Shawn's work thus tried,
within the social restrictions of the period, to occupy c o m m o n
ground, albeit of a problematic kind, between a gay and
straight point of view. But such value-free c o m m o n ground
never exists. T h e restrictions m a y allow a limited expression
but at the same time they block and deform it.

Burt's analysis points to the way Shawn articulated a new way of discursively constitutin
the male dancer. While Nijinsky had been seen as a great and exotic artist with highly
athletic abilities, Shawn sought to close the gap between the sportsman and the dancer
by equating them and borrowing from sport's by now well established cultural legitimacy
as a 'maker of men'. Rather than challenging the homosexual stereotype, he side-stepped
it. As with Burt, my purpose here is definitely not to sit in judgement of Shawn, but

rather to show how particular social conditions produce particular discursive strategies.
Shawn would surely have known that sport and heterosexuality were tightiy linked
(although, again, not synonymous) and he therefore chose to exploit this complex
interplay between bodily spectacle and social meaning. Of course, the stereotype of the
homosexual dancer did not simply disappear as a result of Shawn's work. As with Jump,
it remained the underlying and unspoken driving force behind the story he wanted to
tell.
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Thefightback'
Shawn had tried to show that the male dancer is like other male athletes and, at the same

time, was just as legitimate a presence on stage as the female dancer. But as the visibilit
of Shawn and stage dancers like Gene Kelly and Fred Astake grew, we find the emerging

assertions that the male dancer is, first, not only an athlete, but the supreme athlete, an
second, not only a legitimate presence alongside the female, but the one 'true' and
'original' presence. I will briefly consider these in turn.
Writing in a 1959 edition of Dance Magazine, dance critic Ann Barzel is quoted
here commenting on Dancing is a Man's Game, an American television programme hosted
by the stage dancer, G e n e Kelly.
Millions of viewers could not help but be affected by its
message.... 'Dancing is a man's game.' announced Kelly as he
climbed d o w n a ladder into a busy g y m n (sic), where Mickey
M a n d e slid for a base, Sugar Ray Robinson hit a bag, Vic
Seixas lobbed tennis balls, B o b Cousey bounced a basket ball,
and other champion athletes m a d e movements familiar to thek
fans. Five m e n in tights went through cleancut exercises of
classic ballet. Eventually they took the competitive movements
of the athletes, abstracted them and distilled them into
economical, straightforward, beautiful movements of dance.
These were uncontroversially vkile. N o one had to point it
out. A n d you were acutely conscious of h o w m u c h more
satisfying they were done by the finer muscled, better postured
dancers (quoted in Clarke & Crisp, 1984, p. 44).
A 1969 article in American Life magazine asked 'Is this man the country's best athlete?'
(Martin, 1969, p. 48) about Edward Villella, the New York City Ballet principal whose

athletic qualities became a favourite topic of ballet writers during his career. For Clark
and Crisp (1984, p. 8):
Perhaps the best reassurance about male dancing for the
general public comes in a c o m m e n t from The Ultimate Athlete
by George Leonard which was quoted by James A. Michener
in Sports America. 'I can't say that the dancer is the Ultimate
Athlete. I a m quite certain, however, that the Ultimate Athlete
is a dancer.'12 (italics in original)

For these particular ballet writers it still seems to be necessary to 'reassure' people ab

male dancers and that this is best done via reference to the 'athlete'. It is also clear t
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Clarke and Crisp have assumed that by using the word 'athlete', Leonard was not
referring to a female dancer. They go on to argue:

In the matter of stamina, physical energy and muscular control
a male dancer is as powerful and far more rigorously-trained
than most of the athletes w e m a y see in the Olympics or in a
hard-fought football game. (p. 60)
There is also more than an echo of the 'supreme athlete' in more recent attempts to tell
the general public w h o the male dancer is. In particular, community dance initiatives
regularly emphasise the athletic qualities of dance, in order to address the so-called
'problem' of boys and dance. For example, the recent English community dance project
'Dance Division' is described in the spring 1998 edition of Animated magazine as 'a bold
new initiative which aims to bring 360,000 males, face to face with dance - dispelling
myths and prejudice conclusively' (Dymoke, 1998, p. 28).
The programme involved enlisting the official support of professional soccer
clubs, and included 'Training Days' (p. 29) where elite dancers and footballers trained
together, workshops in which young footballers learned about the physical benefits of
dancettaining,and a promotional half-time video shown to crowds attending the
matches of participating clubs. The stated aim of 'Dance Division' was to attract boys to
dance by showing h o w it could make them better footballers. The apparent belief
amongst dance practitioners is that dance ttaining for males produces a level of
athleticism which other sports*w« never achieve. A n d if w e look back to Nijinsky and his
discursive recuperation, it is noticeable that the artistic genius and exotic Other are
nowhere to be seen here. It is the dancer as athlete which is being foregrounded.
Turning to the notion of the 'true' and 'original' dancer, it is apparent that some
writers feel that the male dancer has finally been rescued from the 'ignominious position
of fetcher and carrier of the ballerina' (Clarke & Crisp, 1984, p. 126) he occupied in the
19th century. The idea of the male dancer as the 'victim' of the Romantic period is one
which Shawn seems to have espoused, but it too seems to have been supplemented by
the view of the male dancer as the loser in a game in which the ballerina was the
fortunate and undeserving winner. This oppositional analysis is s u m m e d up by Lincoln
Kkstein, the dkector, dance writer and co-founder of the N e w York City Ballet: 'The
prejudice against male dancing has its roots in the position of the Ballerina in the last
century' (quoted in Clarke & Crisp, 1984, p. 66). That is, the ballerina is to blame, rather
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than the (mosdy male) people w h o decided that men's bodies were out of place on the
ballet stage. Similarly, in a pointed reply to George Balanchine's often quoted remark
'ballet is woman', Maurice Bejart, the highly successful and explicidy androcentric
French choreographer has asserted that 'dance is a men's affair' (Clarke & Crisp, 1984).

For Bejart, there is no doubt who was and is the 'true' and 'original' dancer. He is quot
as saying:

As for my celebrating the male dancer rather than the female
dancer, I do this because I have come to realise that our fkst
dancing was folk dancing, where the real dancers were always
the males - they were the more important element of the
dance. In early folk dancing, the w o m e n were merely beautiful
- they followed, they helped. I m e a n look at Russian folk
dancing. T h e m e n dance, and the w o m e n go around with
handkerchiefs. In Japanese dancing, it's always the man. The
same in African dancing. In Africa, w o m e n are often not
allowed to dance or even appear. L o o k at the American Indian
dances. They were and are always executed by the males. A n d
so, I found out that the origin of dancing was built for the
power of the man. W o m e n came to add beauty and
femininity.' (Gruen, 1975, p. 184)
These views are not restricted to male dancers/choreographers. Ninette de Valois,
founding choreographer of England's Royal Ballet, is quoted as saying:
'Whenever I'm lecturing I always say to people, "Don't you
realise that the history of ballet is the history of the male
dancer and the male choreographer?" It has nothing to do
with w o m e n , except in a secondary role. It's only w h e n the
whole thing's c o m e d o w n to nothing that w o m e n become the
best pioneer workers. They m a k e the best secretaries, for the
same reason, but once ballet's got to a certain level again it's
got to be handed back to the men.' (Pominic & Gilbert, 1971,
p. 191)

Given these two constructions, the 'supreme athlete' and the 'original true dancer', it i
perhaps not surprising that in more recent times particular dancers have come to be the
new flag bearers of male theatrical dance. In this respect, two names, Rudolf Nureyev
and Mikhail Baryshnikov, stand out. In fact, Serge Lifar, the ex-Ballet Russes and Paris
Opera Ballet star, immodesdy claimed that '(t)he masculine history of dancing is
Nijinsky, Lifar, Nureyev, Baryshnikov' (Newman, 1982, p. 25).
Both Nureyev and Baryshnikov defected to the West from Russian companies
and are widely, if not monotonously, credited with boosting the popularity of dance,
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particularly with young men, because of thek 'outstanding technical' abilities. Hanna
(1988, p. xv) writes:

Rudolf Nureyev, with outstanding technical and dramatic
prowess, international recognition, and stature that accrues to
a person with a six-digit income, heartened heterosexual and
homosexual male devotees of professional dance in thek effort
to improve its status for men. Big bucks and megastars in the
United States can make almost anything respectable — even
dance as a male occupation.
Notice here how Hanna has separated the skills of a male dancer into 'technical' and
'dramatic' components. As we saw with Nijinsky, this is a common discursive technique

used when describing ballet dancers. In his book Nureyev, the leading ballet critic C
Barnes (1982, p. 11) writes:

He has become the symbol of the male dancer ... The initial
impact of Nureyev on Western ballet was obviously
considerable. H e seemed to jump higher than most of us had
ever seen anyone jump; he spun with the impersonal intensity
of a top; but most of all he projected a special image of a m a n
in a role ... That was- the m o m e n t w h e n Nureyev could have
become the Mario Lanza of the dance — not the dance proper,
but the dance popular. This he rejected, and he went on to
become a n e w symbol of male dancing.
As Hanna points out, Nureyev and Baryshnikov were ballet's fkst modern 'megastars'

and commanded salaries previously unheard of in dance ckcles. Famous for 'his brillian
and seamless virtuosity' (Anderson, 1992, p. 249), Baryshnikov, perhaps even more than
Nureyev, became one of the few dancers whose fame has transcended the dance world.
He was considered sufficiendy recognisable to star in the 1977 Hollywood feature film

The Turning Point, making him the fkst ballet dancer to do so. This was followed in 19

by the successful White Nights, a film which deliberately exploited his technical skil
in particular his flawless consecutive pkouettes. Baryshnikov was also an important

catalyst in the increasing popularity of ballet videos during the 1980s and if Wulff s

(1998) ethnographic work in three leading international ballet companies is any gauge,
remains, for many, the embodiment of the modern ballet idol.
To my knowledge, there presendy exists no scholarly attempt to account for
the prominence of these two male dancers. Why these two amongst many others? Is it

significant that they are men and not women? I would speculate that there are a number
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of contributing factors. T h e defection of both dancers occurred during the cold war era

and generated a great deal of publicity. Both were considered to be physically attractive
and to possess outstanding stage presence and personal magnetism. In the following
passage, the ballet writer Cecil Beaton describes Nureyev's London debut in 1961:

The huge stage was empty except for the scarlet-shrouded
object standing centre ... Suddenly the cloak m o v e d more
swiftly than the eye could follow, and was violendy whisked
away to reveal a savage young creature, half naked, with wild
eyes on an ecstatic, gaunt face, and a long m o p of flying, silk
hak, rushing towards the footlights. T h e force and dynamic
power of this unexpectedfigurewas shocking and compelling.
T h e dance upon which he embarked was so strong in its
impact that the theatre became an arena of electrified silence
... Here was something almost perfect in the taste of today.
Diana Cooper, next to m e , whispered: 'He's better than
Nijinsky!' (quoted in Kavanagh, 1996, p. 459)
While I am hesitant about clakning to know the mind of another speaker, the use of
terms such as 'object', 'creature', 'wild eyes', 'dynamic power' 'here was somedkng'
suggest that even in 1961, the year of this performance, the Russian male dancer could
still be impersonalised as the exotic Other.
It is surely also significant that they were ballet dancers and not members of
modern/contemporary companies. Despite its obvious connections with the distant
past, ballet remains the dance form with the largest audiences, the widest press coverage
and its stars are by far theatrical dance's most well paid and publicly known. However, I
would want to add to these factors, two other important elements. Fkst, while a number
of reasons have been suggested to account for theatrical dance's marginal status in
comparison to other performing and visual art forms (Burt, 1995; Ruffell, 1997; Thomas,
1995; Ward, 1993; 1997), its association with the feminine is undoubtedly an important
ingredient. As we have seen, it was the prominence of male dancers within the Ballet
Russes which is largely, although by no means solely, credited with having revitalised
ballet in Western Europe. In the same way, authors such as Barnes (1982) and Hanna
(1988) credit Nureyev and Baryshnikov with boosting ballet audiences in the 1960s, 70s
and 80s. In fact, the quote from Ninette de Valois above suggests that some see ballet's
status as tied to the prominence (or lack of prominence) of its men. In one sense this is

hardly surprising in a theatrical art form which, in its classical form, depends very muc
on the juxtaposition of dichotomised images of male and female. But we should
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remember that balletomanes of the mid 19th century seemed to have staked ballet's
appeal on the absence of m e n . Looking back, dance historians such as Anderson (1992),
Clarke and Crisp (1981; 1992), A u (1988) and Steeh (1982) seem prepared to label this
period as one of decline and, almost synchronously, link upsurges of interest with the
emergence of the 'great m e n ' of ballet. So even if w e accept that the defection and
subsequent performances of Nureyev and Baryshnikov did increase public interest in
ballet, I a m suggesting that the excitement they created amongst ballet goers, the media
and the general public is linked to thek status as 'great m e n ' and artistic 'geniuses', itself a
highly gendered term.
I would also suggest that both dancers embodied the 'supreme athlete' that I
have argued has become such an important part of the stories theatrical dance n o w tells
about its m e n . Without the stories of thek physical power and thek dazzling technique
they would not occupy positions in the canon alongside the likes of Nijinsky. This m a y
seem an obvious point; surely the 'best' dancers will be the most revered? However, m y
concern here is with what comes to be thought of as 'best', and I a m arguing that the
male dancer as 'supreme athlete' was a particular manifestation of the 20 th century.
Certainly up until the 18th century, male ballet dancers, regardless of thek level of
ttaining, were generally expected to affect a restrained, 'noble' presence on stage, while
thek roles in the 19th century, if they existed at all, centred on supporting the ballerina.
O f course, w e cannot k n o w what pre 20 th century audiences would have m a d e
of Nureyev and Baryshnikov. But drawing on Burkitt's (1999) relational analysis which I
described in Chapter T w o , I a m arguing that w e have to see these two dancers as socially
and historically located; they became famous in a context which was ready to m a k e them
famous. T o paraphrase Burkitt, this is not to deterministically suggest that they were the
inevitable outcome of a particular set of social conditions, but rather that thek
emergence was m a d e possible by these social conditions. In particular, I a m referring
here to social conditions in which a well muscled, physically skilled/productive, middle
class, deskable, displayed male body could be celebrated by middle class audiences. A n d if
the contemporary academic masculinities literature tells us anything, it is that this kind of
male body is a new body.
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Managing

the gay dancer

As I have indicated, I made sparing use of the many biographies, autobiographies and
articles about male dancers from dance magazines in this review, even though a more
comprehensive treatment of this literature may well have been a perfecdy reasonable way
of answering the questions posed in this thesis. Clearly, there are many other stories
about who the male dancer has been and is besides the ones I have presented here.
Instead, my concern has been with literature which has attempted to describe who the
male dancer is, and less with who particular male dancers are.
Thus far I have briefly described how the assumption that male dancers are
homosexual developed over time and was subsequendy negotiated by choreographers
like Ted Shawn by emphasising other qualities. As social contexts have changed, so too
have the ways in which the male dancer has been discursively constituted. Following
Shawn, I have argued that as the numbers of men aspking to dance careers increased in
Western Europe and the United States, the constructions of the 'supreme athlete' and

the 'true' and 'original' dancer have emerged. These constructions can be partly seen as a
reaction to, and a rejection of, the past in which the male dancer was retrospectively
constructed as the loser to the triumphant ballerina. I have argued that this analysis
ignores the connections between the male dancer's presence or absence in theatrical
dance on one hand, and wider gender relations which influence the ways the male body
can and cannot be displayed in public on the other.
Overall though, there has been a clear reluctance amongst many who write
about ballet and modern/contemporary dance to say that which seems most obvious;
that the male dancer is often a gay man. Indeed, as I have attempted to show, a great
deal of energy seems to have been spent on erasing or at least obscuring this fact. In her
review of this issue, Hanna (1988) notes that since the 1970s a small but growing
number of writers, dancers and choreographers have been less willing to be silent about
male homosexuality and dance. Amongst these is Barry Laine who describes himself as
a writer, an occasional critic, an enthusiastic audience, an
amateur dancer, and in m y fantasies - a choreographer. A n d
gay: something I might not have to emphasize if it didn't seem
at odds with so m u c h of what I see and hear around m e .
(quoted in Hanna, 1988, p. 228)
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For Laine, there has been a close and yet often overlooked connection between
modernism in all art forms and homosexuality. He argues that dance writers and, in
particular, critics have either been critical or 'respectfully' silent about it.

Even the polite code which claims that the personal lives of
artists should not be relevant to thek creative work is often
really the guarded notion that a revelation of the
homosexuality of a choreographer or dancer will cancel out
the esteem and worth of his art. (quoted in Hanna, 1988, p.
228)
For Laine, this leads to another question: what is the 'natural stamp of one's life upon
one's art?' Is it accurate for a dance critic or historian to ignore the sexuality of the
person who made the dance if part of thek work is to interpret and contextualise the
dance they see? There are no straightforward answers to these questions, but over the
last 40 years or so, the increasing visibility of dancers and choreographers for whom
questions of gender and sexuality have been a central artistic motivation13 has made it
more difficult to be 'poEtely silent' about the homosexuality of many male dancers.
Still, many have been prepared to try. Always keen to present the male dancer
as heterosexually 'virile', the leading male soloist of the 1960s, Edward Villella, equated
the male role in ballet with displays of heterosexuality and therefore, he argued,
masculinity.
Some people are so concerned about a man being a secondary
figure in ballet. I don't take that. M y presenting the ballerina in
a pas de deux doesn't m a k e m e subordinate. Partnering a
ballerina gives m e a great pleasure and I find it a very
masculine thing to do. It's very masculine to hold a door for a
w o m a n or to take her elbow to help her across the street. T h e
male dancer does the same kind of thing. W e take the
woman's arm and w e take her waist, w e lift her and present
her. It's a social as well as a balletic tradition, (quoted in Clarke
& Crisp, 1984, p. Ill, italics in original)
In the 1985 publication Dancing.... A Man's Career (Johnston, 1985), a young man talks at
length about his personal philosophies, how he came to dance and what it means to be a
male dancer. In this curious 'coffee table' style book, the dancer/narrator14 presents
himself very much as the non-hegemonic male, always different from 'the other boys'.
For him, the male dancer is very much a non-conformer:
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I-didn't relate well to other young m e n m y age. I didn't flaunt
myself in conversations that ridiculed w o m e n or elevated guys
heroically because they caught a pass or scored with a gkl or
chugged a six-pack at a weekend party. I wasn't competitive in
the expected ways. (p. 170)
In particular, he sees a tight connection between his ability to express emotion and to
relate to women with his identity as a dancer and as a different kind of man:

Men are taught to camouflage or ignore thek emotional
empathy. In turn, m e n often become careless or indifferent
about the emotional crises of others. Extreme emotional
display by m e n is frowned upon. Fortunately, I was raised to
be allowed to cry, express fondness, or exhibit fear because m y
mother and sister allowed m e the freedom that w o m e n are
socially permitted to express, (p. 170)
And later:

After I enrolled in dance school, I found myself gravitating
toward m a n y different w o m e n for m y social fulfilment. There
were a lot of them around. I liked the sensitivity of thek
conversations. They listened to m e . They appreciated what I
did, and they shared at m a n y more levels than merely dance
technique. W e were able to achieve an open, more direct
rapport than was possible through the habitual mating games
that faced high-school-age youth, (p. 172)
Despite this, he is very clear about what the male dancer should not be like:
I grow annoyed with purists. The pigeon-chested danseur who
moves like a stick toy with starch under his arms and wouldn't
be caught dead in any production that doesn't c o m e across like
a nineteenth-century fairy tale annoys m e . So does the sloppy
guy w h o could use some good balletic technique to define his
rangy, gymnastic rolls and tumbles through his arty free-space,
Zenned-out emotionalism, (p. 149)
In this complex construction, the male dancer should not be too effeminate ('purist',
'stick toy', 'danseur' 'starch under his arms', prefers to dance in 'fairy tales') or too

stereotypicalfy male ('sloppy', 'gymnastic rolls and tumbles'). He is apparendy sensitive
disciplined, attractive to women and, as the following passage indicates, not
homophobic.
When you enter a class, you can't pick out who's homosexual
and w h o isn't. Y o u get acquainted over time, learn about each
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other, and then accept similarities and differences at all levels
without making moral judgements. I've had female students
flirt with m e . Occasionally I've had male students do the same,
but it is usually in a joking manner because they k n o w I'm not
homosexual. I'm pleased that I'm appealing to both sexes, but
I don't feel threatened and I don't make a g a m e out of it either
way. I want people to look at m e and think, 'I wish I had that
body and could do with what he does.' I want appreciation,
rather than romantic interest, (p. 159)
But while wanting to be non-judgemental about homosexuality, he also wants to claim
that dance is no different from other professions in terms of the involvement of gay
men.

Many of the top American dance companies are managed or
choreographed by men. S o m e of them are homosexual, just as
some politicians, doctors, military personnel, schoolteachers,
and ministers are homosexual. Yet the directors of some of the
best dance companies, as well as the most innovative leaders in
dance development, have been heterosexual m e n and w o m e n .
(p. 156)
Dancing.... A Man's Career presents the male dancer as the 'sensitive new age guy',

comfortable and unshakeable in his heterosexuality, proud of and in control of his body

which he is happy to display, and a seeker of technical and artistic perfection. And ye
within this quintessentially 1980s construction, we are told that a career in dance is
special:
When I committed myself to the art of dance, I lost touch with
almost everything that I couldn't apply to dance. I recognized
a religious devotion growing inside of m e . I sacrificed the
nonessential so that I wouldn't be blinded by short-term
deskes to get a job that would pay for a sports car, ski trips to
Aspen, or a closet full of sports jackets. I developed beliefs in
long-term goals for adopting part-time jobs to m y daily
classwork, spending extra m o n e y on dance clothes, books, and
tickets to performances, and pushing myself to develop
technique w h e n m y body hurt or I didn't get the roles I
thought I deserved, (p. 30)
Also, his dance training sets him apart from other people:
Another aspect of dance is that the techniques I learn to carry
over into m y everyday life. I work in a restaurant to help pay
m y tuition. I have to work with a variety of people to w h o m I
must accommodate myself so that w e get along and I do m y
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job well. Ballet and modern-dance training gives m e a superior
coordination, a heightened consciousness of reasons and
methods for m y movements on the job, m y changes in
direction, and m y sensitivity to cues from the public. I'm
conscious of a work rhythm. Thus, m y work seems more
efficient and effortless than that of other employees not
trained in dance, (p. 156)
I have quoted extensively from Dancing.... A Man's Career because it suggests a different

and yet no less elaborate set of discursive strategies to those I have akeady discussed in
this chapter. On the one hand the narrator spends a great deal of time drawing out the
connections between his difference from other men (his sensitivity, emotionality, nonmaterialist goals, non-misogynistic relations with women, awareness of his own body)
and his decision to be a dancer. But on the question of homosexuality he retreats; dance,

it seems, is just like any other job. There are echoes of the supreme athlete here, but al
an awareness of problematic constructions of masculinity which make the notion of the
'true' and 'original' dancer untenable. Instead, he is the 'friend' and 'partner' of the
ballerina. But this change does not happen at the expense of sexual ambiguity. He is
proudly heterosexual and sees no contradiction between this and being a dancer. In fact,
he sees no reason to expect that gay men would be over-represented in dance and,
apparendy, no evidence that they are, even though it is a career for men who are
'different'.
It is also interesting that of the books 187 pages, approximately half are taken
up by photographs of the same male dancer. In some shots he dances in rehearsal with

other dancers, but in most he is alone, in a field, in the studio, by the sea, against a d
background, sometimes fully clothed, sometimes not. I am reminded here of Burt's
(1995) account of the proliferation of photographs, portraits and posters of male dancers
that ckculated amongst gay European men during the 1920s and 1930s. However, in the
case of Dancing.... A Man's Career we are apparendy looking at a man asserting his
heterosexuality while simultaneously celebrating, even eroticising, his own .body. And
while we might find some similarities with these images and those of Ted Shawn and his

dancers, there is less of the urgent athleticism and thinly veiled sexual imagery of Shawn
and more of a meditative, narcissistic, self-discovery permeating these images. As with
Shawn's own discourse, the book is yet another attempt to justify the presence of male

dancers. But in this case, the construction is one of a straight, beautiful and 'liberated
man. He is 'liberated', the text repeatedly reminds us, from the restrictions of
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conventional-gender norms, a 'liberation' which is particularly evident in the way he talks
about, displays and, apparendy, experiences his body.
Dancing.... A Man's Career is also important because it is relatively recent piece
of literature that pre-empts some of the data I present in Chapters Six through Nine. As
with some of the dancers I interviewed, preoccupations with athleticism are apparent as
well as a deske to pronounce an unambiguously heterosexual male presence in theatrical
dance. As I will argue later, as dance has changed from a completely unthinkable
occupation for men to merely unusual, it is probably the case that a higher proportion of
heterosexual identifying young men have come into dance. But unlike the thinly veiled
misogyny of dancers like Edward Villella, we can see the effect of 30 years of feminism
in the words used to explain what (on earth!) heterosexual men are doing in theatrical
dance. Rather than the chivakous presenter and stabiliser of female dancers, he
constitutes himself as her essentially different but equal partner.
Before concluding this chapter, I want to connect the way the narrator in
Dancing. ...A Man's Career seems forced to proclaim his heterosexuality to a recent study
of Western ballet dancers.
Barton Mumaw,

Dancer (Sherman & M u m a w , 2000) is the biography of Barton

Mumaw, one of Ted Shawn's Men Dancers and, for considerable periods of time, Shawn's
lover. As David Gere's Forward to the book points out, it shows how a ckcle of family
and colleagues ensured that the homosexuality of many of those in the company

remained a reasonably well kept secret. But equally, the dancers did not have to justify or
deny thek homosexuality because it simply was not a topic of polite conversation. This
meant that the question of thek sexuality could be constandy avoided and, in a sense,

this can be seen as resistive strategy. But while it is true that thek displays of athleti
were designed to 'reassure' audiences, I have argued that this was not exacdy the same as
saying 'we are not homosexual'.
Mumaw's

biography

provides

a

telling

contrast

with

Wulff s

(1998)

ethnographic study of three leading Western ballet companies. Wulff (1998), recalls that
her plans to do this work were derided by a number of colleagues who seemed to
assume that all dancers were either women or gay men. She writes:
Both these comments offended me. The first one, because I
found it sexist; the second because even though there is a
certain truth in the fact that there is male homosexuality in the
ballet world, it is not the entire truth (in some companies, in
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fact, it is hardly true at all). Neither is it something that ballet
people (including m e for instance) care to hear as a fkst,
characterizing comment about ballet, (p. 7)
In contrast with the story book Jump, the assumption of homosexuality is articulated

this account. And while a number of discursive strategies are possible in this situat
(for example, saying something about the reasons why many dancers are gay), Wulff
chooses to highlight the places in the dance world where homosexuality is relatively
absent. Later, she recounts the following incident:

Early in my field study I was having lunch in the canteen with
a number of the male dancers in the company. They were
joking about the erotic side of ballet and 'dancing as a way to
keep one's erotic impulses at bay'. Then they became more
serious and started to inform m e quite assertively, without m y
having asked about it, W e are not gay!' They talked about the
belief that male dancers are gay, while in fact most male
dancers in this company were not. They were concerned about
this and about making sure I realized that they were 'like any
ordinary guys w h o are interested in technical stuff. T h e only
difference is that we're interested in ballet.' O n e of them even
showed m e a picture that he kept in his wallet of his cherished
car as a proof of his 'normality', as he phrased it. I was
repeatedly told that there are in general more male gay dancers
in contemporary than in classical companies, and less in those
than there used to be. (p. 113)

The image I take from this passage is almost one of the male sport's locker room, wher
the talk about the heterosexual sex they would like to have and where suspicion of

homosexual deske is fastidiously avoided. They are interested in the 'technical stuff

which, I would argue, makes it very easy to equate ballet skill with sporting skill. A

Jump, any other interest that they might have in ballet which could call thek 'normal
into question is not mentioned. But there is also the almost triumphant assertion that
there are more gay men in contemporary dance, and that there are generally less gay

dancers around than there used to be. In contrast to Mumaw's account, the possibility
speaking about homosexuality seems to have created a new discursive strategy: that of

announcing and affirming heterosexuality. There is no suggestion in Wulff s account t

these dancers were asked to name thek sexual preference, and yet it seems to have been
important enough for these to dancers to uneqivocally 'speak its name' in unequivocal
terms.
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Therefore, it does seem that as the silence around homosexuality generally, and
particularly within theatrical dance, has begun to lift, a compensatory discursive strategy
has emerged. Just as many dancers/choreographers have felt the freedom and the need
to declare and represent thek homosexuality, a need has arisen amongst other male
dancers to refute the assumption of homosexuality. These dancers from Wulff s study,
echoing Shawn but using a different strategy, seem to want to 'reassure' people about
who they are and are not. And it is difficult not to arrive at the conclusion that they see
the declining number of homosexual men in dance companies as a good thing, and a
story worth telling, whether it is called for or not.

Conclusion
I want to conclude this chapter by considering what Anderson (1992) sees as one of the
key dichotomies around which appreciation of theatrical dance adheres. With respect to
18th century ballet he writes:
Technique developed rapidly, and rival factions of balletgoers
arose: those w h o relished increasingly complicated feats of
virtuosity and those w h o favored qualities such as grace,
elegance, and nobility, (p. 53)
As we have seen in this chapter, this is a dichotomous discursive formation which a
number of writers have employed. Anderson's view is that ballet audiences have tended
to wax and wane in thek preference for one or the other, while offering nothing more
than the fluidity of taste as an explanation. However, what counts as 'excellence' in male
dancing is never so easily resolved by reference to a simple dichotomy. For example, the
term 'feats of virtuosity' is clearly open to many interpretations. For those who saw
Nijinsky dance, it might indicate the ability to partner a ballerina or to leap with great
elevation. In the case of Ted Shawn, muscularity and a generalised notion of sporting
athleticism were clearly of utmost importance, while for admkers of Baryshnikov, it
might mean the execution of difficult skills such as the ability to pkouette quickly, many
times consecutively and with great control. In a sense though, these are all concerned
with the male body as a certain kind of spectacle: fast, powerful, occupying and
traversing large amounts of space, and exhibiting conspicuous prowess. In addition, by
setting up a dichotomy between 'feats of vktuosity' on the one hand, and 'grace,
elegance and nobility', Anderson seems to indicate that virtuosity means large and/or
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spectacular bodily movements, as opposed to more subde ones. But a neat distinction
between these two areas of 'skill' is clearly problematic. In making comparisons between
Russian and English dancers, Drummond (1997, p. 55) writes:

When it came to thek [Russian ballet teaching techniques]
application to English dancers, I wondered w h y it always
seemed to m e that what was produced was, though pretty pure
in technical terms, pretty pale in theatrical terms ... It is not
just a question of jumping higher, or of a more dramatic line in
arabesques; it depends on feeling internally what a m o v e m e n t
is meant to convey, rather than just making the m o v e m e n t
correcdy. 'Cool' is the word always used about the English
style, but the tomato juice of the ballet's Bloody Mary needs
plenty of Worcester sauce and lemon juice, and this is what I
could not find in England.
While some would see Drumrnond's comments as simply reflecting the vagaries of
'taste', his preference seems to rest on notions of the overly westernised, emotionally
controlled and sterile English in contrast with the exotic, uncivilised, emotional
spontaneity of Russian dancers. In a startling admission, Drummond also
unselfconsciously recalls thinking how 'limp wristed' (p. 4) he found English male
dancers compared with thek Russian counterparts. Even if there was/is a 'real'
difference between Russian and English male dancers, as Drummond suggests there is,
this does not explain why one should be regarded as superior to the other. In addition,
these comments remind us that notions of exotic racial Otherness have also played a role
in deternkning what constitutes high 'standards' in male dancing, a discursive element
which was prominent in commentary about Nijinsky, as well as the choreography Shawn
created.
In short, the evidence presented in this chapter suggests the emergence of a
'technology' of justificatory discursive strategies with which to talk about the male
theatrical dancer. Rather than the male dancer being a self-evident thing, he can be seen

as a discursive 'project'. The discursive resources used by different speakers have varied
and have been shaped around three underlying and interrelated themes.
T h efirst,and here I acknowledge the pioneering work of Burt (1995), concerns
the male body as a particular kind of spectacle. It is clear that the spectacle of dancing
male bodies has not always been something that has required justification. For example,
pre-191'1 century ballet was a predominantly male preserve, while with some obvious
exceptions, social dancing and competitive sports have for some time been seen as
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normal 'spectacles' in Western social life. But over the last two centuries, the expressive
'artistic' male body, framed as a spectacle on stage, has b e c o m e enmeshed within middle
class anxieties about male 'vkility' and the instability of gender relations m o r e generally.
It is against these anxieties and instabilities that reactive discursive strategies, such as the
male as the 'original true' dancer, have emerged.
These concerns did not stop all m e n from wanting to dance o n stage and
clearly s o m e did. But dancing m e n needed to be explained and, as the 19th century drew
to a close, a n u m b e r of explanations emerged, the dominant one being that the male
dancer was 'deviant' and probably homosexual. T h e assumption of homosexuality, the
second underlying theme, created the conditions in which only particular kinds of male
dancers would be considered 'good' male dancers. Into this context stepped Vaslav
Nijinsky and the Ballet Russes w h o were hailed by ballet audiences as the saviours of
male dance, despite the fact that m a n y others would undoubtedly have seen them as
proof positive that dancing and true 'manliness' were incompatible. A n d while it would
be misleading to suggest that the Ballet Russes' male dancers were responsible for
revitalising middle class interest in ballet, it is clear that these athletic, exotic and
emotionally expressive male dancers were the 'right' kinds of male dancers for middle
class audiences to watch at this historical m o m e n t . A n d as w e saw with D r u m m o n d
(1997), the 'limp wristed' male dancer is still an image that troubles m o d e r n ballet
audiences.
T h e need for the male dancer to constitute a particular kind of spectacle, and
thereby negotiate the assumption of homosexuality, have been significant in constituting
new 'standards' in male theatrical dancing, the thkd underlying theme. Beginning with
Shawn, the 20 th century 'produced' the male dancer as 'athlete', a term which derived and
derives m u c h of its meaning from the male dominated world of competitive sport.
Indeed, I have suggested that the increased visibility of male dancers during the 20th
century has emboldened some dancers to claim to be, or be hailed as, the 'supreme
athlete'. But rather than this being based on any objective evidence of physical capacity, I
would argue that, once again, the construction of the 'supreme athlete' is a reactive and
recuperative discursive strategy which exists only because sport, and not dance, has
usually been seen as the right place for m e n to display and discipline thek bodies. In
straightforward terms then, the emergence of S h a w n and the celebration of dancers like
Nureyev and Baryshnikov cannot be seen as evidence of an inexorable climb in dancing
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'standards', -since there are m a n y ways in which 'standards' could be measured. Instead,
they represent evidence that theatrical dance, and ballet in particular, exist within a wider
social world; a world in which particular qualities, and not others, have been invested
and culturally valued in the male body.
Therefore, perhaps beginning with Shawn, a process of consolidating the
Western male dancer as athlete began. T h e choice of the athlete was clearly designed to
demonstrate that male dancers were 'vkile' within a social context where the vitality of
Western m e n was a matter of deep middle class concern. But importandy, the athlete
seems also to have rescued the male dancer from what m a n y ballet writers clearly see as
the ignominy of his defeat at the hands of the Romantic ballerina. Returning to the issue
of what makes a 'good' male dancer, the athlete is an important construction because it
marks the emergence of a n e w kind of male dancer, against which the 'standard' of
subsequent male dancers would be measured. A n d while m a n y different kinds of male
dancers have and continue to be successful in ballet and modern/contemporary dance,
m y central argument is that the male dancer as athlete has c o m e to occupy a dominant
discursive position in constructions of w h o the male dancer is, and what kinds of skills a
male needs in order to become a professional dancer. Whereas there seems to have been
a time in which the male dancer's control of gesture and dramatic effect were seen as
crucial, for m a n y he is n o w not so very different from a highly trained sportsman. A s I
showed in the final section of this chapter, an interest in the 'technical' side of dance,
rather than s o m e other aspect, is what s o m e male dancers claim as thek reason for
dancing; a strategy very similar to the one employed by the authors of Jump.
A s with Jump, a general set of discursive resources have emerged from within
the arena of gendered social relations which have constructed the male dancer as a
'normal' male but with abnormally high athletic abilities. While other discursive
resources exist, such as the dramatic, artistic or politically engaged queer dancer, these
exist within discursive relationships which are inflected by power relations and which
afford the male dancer differing levels of credibility in a variety of social contexts. For
example, there clearly are male dancers/choreographers w h o locate thek dance practice
within an explicidy anti-homophobic agenda. A s I will s h o w in the next chapter, there
have also been dancers, mosdy within ballet, w h o have seen dramatic effect and the
portrayal of characters within a story as thek primary motivation for dancing. But in the
case of the former, these dancers have often had to develop thek work on the fringes of
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contemporary dance, while the latter are often seen as technically deficient if they cannot
also perform the athletic pyrotechnics of the modern vktuoso.

127

Chapter Five
In the footsteps of the swan
As an Australian, brought up with no traditional knowledge of
the Ballet, I have always felt that the Ballet audience was
limited by the lack of technical knowledge on the part of the
man-on-the-street. A n d so I have thought for m a n y years that
the appeal of the Ballet, as well as being technical, must also be
theatrical ... I speak n o w not only for myself but for all
modern Choreographers. For m a n y years I have watched the
critic of modern Ballet always ready to say 'Very nice, very
dramatic, very beautifully presented but no dancing.' W h a t do
they m e a n 'no dancing?' N o fifth positions perhaps, no
pkouettes perhaps, no entrechats, perhaps - but Dancing.
Every m o m e n t m a d e on the stage by a dancer must be
dancing. Even to walk across the stage is, I find, to the average
dancer often more difficult than a set of brises, and impossible
for the average actor. (Helpmann, 1942, p. 2)

- Robert Helpmann (1942, p. 2)

There are, of course, m a n y ways one might choose to study the participation of m e n in
theatrical dance. In the previous chapter I discussed some of the dominant constructions
and representations of male dancers during the last 200 years. In this chapter I take a
somewhat different tack.
At the beginning of this thesis I argued that the male dancer was interesting
because, in some respects at least, he seemed to contradict dominant gender
constructions. It is in part the oppositional status of the male dancer (although I have

been careful not to over-state this) which potentially tells us something about dominant
constructions of men. In the same way, I propose that we can learn something about
dominant constructions of the male dancer, the processes by which he is 'produced', by
considering a male dancer who, in many ways, fails to conform to these dominant
constructions.
In this chapter I consider the life of arguably Australia's most famous and
successful male ballet dancer, Robert Helpmann. Although Helpmann met with success
as a choreographer, actor, producer and (on occasions) singer, the foundations of his

career were built upon his emergence during the 1930s and 1940s as a leading dancer
with what was to become the English Royal Ballet.1,2 Despite his success, it is clear that
Helpmann was far from universally accepted as a 'proper' m a n outside of the ballet
world, nor as a 'proper' dancer within it. M o r e specifically, Helpmann's life, as a single
case study, suggests a series of important historical insights into the interplay between
gender regimes and theatrical dance. In addition, the perspective provided by examining
the various representations of his childhood and career m a k e it possible to propose
some instructive historical comparisons which I take up in Chapters Six through Nine.
In effect, the various stories of Helpmann's life provide an extra interpretive lens
through which to analyse the interviews I conducted with male dancers.

A life in brief
Before moving to a m o r e thorough analysis of these stories, I propose to provide a
conventional narrative account of Helpmann's life. In doing so, m y intention is to
contextualise the discursive resources mobilised in representations of him, and then to
return to an analysis of these resources later in the chapter. T h e narrative is an amalgam
of stories and statements from a variety of sources and, although narrated in a
conventional manner ('first this happened, then that happened'), makes no claims
towards historical accuracy. M y interest here is solely in the ways in which H e l p m a n n has
been discursively represented.
Helpmann's life has been recounted a number of times, with varying emphases,
using a variety of media. T w o published biographies exist, Sorley Walker (1957) and
Salter (1978). The Helpman Family History' (1967) written by Helpmann's mother, Mary, is
also part biography.4 T h e Australian National Library houses a small collection of audio
and video recordings, two of which present H e l p m a n n narrating his o w n life, and a
portfolio of newspaper and magazine articles, profiles and obituaries. Besides these
sources, 23

volumes

of photographs, diaries, newspaper

clippings

and

other

memorabilia, compiled by Helpmann's personal secretary, are available for public
inspection.5 This material spans a period of time commencing with the beginning of his
professional ballet career in 1933 up until his death in 1986. M o r e recendy, a one act,
one m a n stage play, Lyre Bird: Tales of Helpmann, has been written and performed by
Sydney actor Tyler Coppin. T h e play combines biographical detail with an attempt to
capture something of Helpmann's embodied and interpersonal presence. It opens with
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the character of a late middle aged H e l p m a n n returning to his dressing r o o m during the
intermission of a performance of the ballet Don Quixote. During the 'interval',
'Helpmann' tells the story of his life, before getting back into his armour and remrning
to 'do battle'. It is clear that in this particular interpretation at least, H e l p m a n n is seen as
having 'done battle' on a number of fronts: with Australian society, with critics, with
other dancers and with himself. All of these 'battles' are relevant to the analysis I
propose in this chapter.
In compiling this contextualising narrative, I have drawn from all of these
sources. Inevitably this meant a process of including and excluding certain elements. I
have attempted to provide sufficient detail for the narrative to stand alone as a coherent
account for readers unfamiliar with Helpmann's life. M o r e importandy, I have
intentionally foregrounded those elements which connect with the two areas of interest
in this thesis; the discursive production of this particular male dancer, and the material
experience of theatrical dance which shaped this production. Therefore, the narrative
includes sections of commentary designed to indicate w h y certain elements, which m a y
not at fkst seem crucial, have been included.
It is also important to point out that Salter's (1978) 'authorised' biography is by
far the richest single source of what purport to be Helpmann's o w n reflections,
particularly concerning his earlier life. For this reason, I quote extensively from it. T h e
book appears to be based on conversations between the author and Helpmann, then in
his late 60s, although this is not m a d e clear. While the book's acknowledgments suggest
that Salter has also drawn on s o m e of the same archival material to which I had access, it
also contains m a n y 'quotes', anecdotes and reflections which I did not find in other
sources.
A s a history, Salter's biography is very m u c h a celebration of Helpmann's
career. Although the author reveals nothing of herself intentionally, the style is nostalgic,
respectful and romantic. H e l p m a n n emerges from the book as a brilliant, often underappreciated artist, a free spkit w h o could not be contained by conservative 1920s
Australia, a private, complex and professionally driven individual, loved by many,
disliked by a m e a n spkited few - in summary, a good person. A s with all other sources, I
have therefore attempted to use this important source reflexively and to qualify m y use
of it where necessary.
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T w o aspects of this narrative are central in the context of this thesis. Fkst, it is
hard not to be struck by the way Helpmann draws on the imagery of the feminine in
order to chart the trajectory of his life into ballet; a trajectory which some, particularly
Helpmann himself and his mother, saw as commencing prior to his bkth.
Second, it is clear that Helpmann emerged as a particular kind of ballet dancer.
H e is represented as, amongst m a n y other things, slight in stature and a gifted m i m e
artist. There also appears to be general agreement that he was not a technically
outstanding ballet dancer, despite becoming a soloist in one of the world's premiere
companies. In simple terms, it seems that Helpmann's emergence as a leading ballet
figure, and as a particular kind of dancer, meant that people needed to 'explain' him in
particular ways. H o w did this person c o m e to partner the great English ballerina, Margot
Fonteyne, and to work alongside the likes of Rudolf Nureyev? H o w was it possible? In
returning, then, to the central question posed by this thesis, the stories people tell about
Helpmann demonstrate the mobilisation of particular discursive resources to construct a
very particular male dancer.

Beginnings
Robert H e l p m a n n was the fkst child of Mary Gardiner and S a m Helpman, both of
w h o m appear to have been raised within wealthy, socially prominent families, Sam's
from Melbourne and Mary's from regional South Australia.
A s a young w o m a n , Mary Gardiner had wanted to be an actor. H e r talent was
originally spotted while attending boarding school in Melbourne during the 1890s where
she was offered a part in a professional play to be staged in Melbourne. However, after
hearing the news that Mary was to act on a public stage, her mother travelled
immediately from thek M t Gambier h o m e in South Australia to withdraw her daughter
from school. Mary recalled her mother's words: 'Ladies do not do such things'
(Helpman, 1967, p. 33). She reflected that: 'The disappointment was bitter, but m y
naturally happy disposition helped m e to get over it, and I was soon making plans to
'keep m y hand in,' as it were' (p. 33).
'Keeping her hand in' meant involving herself in community

theatre

productions around M o u n t Gambier. At 18 she had produced a local version of The
Merchant of Venice and had her heart firmly set on a stage career, albeit as an amateur.
However, like her mother, it is clear that 'polite' South Australian society around the m m
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of the 2 0 n century considered the theatre no place for a middle class 'lady'. Instead, as
one might expect, Mary's parents were keen that she should marry. According to Salter
(1978, p. 19):

Mary Gardiner did not have long to wait. She was not
conventionally pretty, but herfigurewas good. W h a t was more
important, she had personality, an attribute not so c o m m o n
a m o n g the young ladies of M o u n t Gambier. S a m Helpman
was the last of m a n y suitors and the second of herfiances.N o r
could it have taken him long to k n o w that although they met
conventionally enough, at a hunt, his fiancee had most
unconventional aspkations to become an actress.
Sam Helpman was the nephew of a former premier of Victoria and had been educated at
the prestigious Geelong Grammar School. He had attempted to make his career on the
land but met with only mixed success. At the time he came to Mount Gambier he was a
cattle buyer, a profession which 'entkled' (Salter, 1978, p. 17) him to propose to the
'eligible' (Salter, 1978, p. 18) Mary Gardiner. For Mary, marriage meant change. She
recalled:
Sam didn't like dancing, so we did not go to dances, and he
went to parties and picnics with bad grace. So gradually most
of our outings were visits to Sunnyside, and driving and riding.
I realized that m y husband was oftentiredout with the hard
work and long journeys into the country after stock, and as I
wanted m y marriage to be a success, I did m y best to contend.
Hardest of all was giving up m y theatrical interests for, as I
said before, S a m was never interested in our plays, and he
actively disliked m y appearing on a stage. Finding it created
arguments, I gave it up with as good a grace as possible; but I
did not think I should make all the sacrifices, so I demanded
that he give up hunting, which he did. I never lost m y
devotion to the theatre, and w h e n in the second year of our
marriage, I knew I was going to have a child, m y secret hope
was that he, or she, as the case might be, would do in the
theatrical world what I had been prevented from doing.
(Helpman, 1967, p. 48)

Born for the stage
Robert Murray Helpman was born on the 9th of April, 1909, and raised on his family's
sheep farm at Mt. Gambier until aged 5 when the Helpmans moved to Adelaide. It is
now part of the Helpmann folklore that, from the moment of his bkth, his mother
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raised him for a theatrical career. Salter (1978, p. 21) claims that: 'He was m u c h more
than the object of her love. He was the incarnation of her hopes,' and that 'As soon as
he could walk he danced'. Mary's own accounts repeatedly depict her fkst son as born
for the stage. For example:

He had a temper and would cry and scream, especially when
waking out of a sleep. O n e day in desperation I began reciting
poetry at him in a loud voice; he stopped and looked at m e in
astonishment. I lowered m y voice and continued; he liked it,
and if I stopped he cried. After that I began to brush up all m y
old recitations ready for the next uproar; I found it always
worked — but I was careful not to try the 'cure' w h e n Daddy
was around. (Helpman, 1967, p. 49)
Mary continued to read poetry to her son well after he was a baby. When he was in bed
at night his mother would bring out props and costumes and recite her 'great roles' to
him. Later, he would also dress up and perform with her. 'I learnt h o w to act from
watching my mother' he recalled (Australia Council, 1975, 5 mins 44 sec). Together,
Mary and her not yet five year old son performed Shakespeare. For Romeo and Juliet they
took gender consistent roles at fkst, until Helpmann decided Juliet had the best lines.
When his mother was not around he devised his own dramatic scenarios that 'peopled
my whole life with imagination' (de Berg, 1974, p. 11).
While his dramatic talents were obvious, Mary was convinced that her son
would also be dancer. She recalls that he seemed to respond to music and to enjoy
moving rhythmically. Mary was overjoyed and decided to enrol him in dance lessons at
the earliest opportunity. The chance came soon enough with the family's move to
Adelaide in 1914. Here Helpmann attended balkoom dance classes for boys and gkls as

well as the 'gkls only' 'fancy dancing' classes. These, apparendy, were the closest to b
that Adelaide could offer.
W e can only guess Sam's feelings about his wife's influence on thek son or his
apparendy complete immersion in things theatrical. According to Salter (1978, p. 23):
To Sam, his son's habit of pkouetting around on his toes; the
nighdy cap he had manufactured out of the tops of his
mother's stockings, so that his hak should be smooth next day;
his love of 'dressing up'; were indications of effeminacy, the
bane of the 'dinkum Aussie'.
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O n one occasion w h e n Helpmann was to perform a dance solo at a charity concert, he
chose to wear a silver and white tutu, which his mother made, and a long blonde wig. At
the conclusion of the performance Helpmann removed the wig causing the sensation he
had intended. Sam, apparendy, 'offered no opposition to his son appearing in the show,
but "did not manage to get to the concert'" (Salter, 1978, p. 29).
Although his presence in the various accounts of Helpmann's life is fleeting,
one gets the impression that S a m had neither the time nor the inclination to be involved
in the day to day business of rearing children. Prior to his death in 1927 w h e n Helpmann
was 18, Mary 'saw less and less of Sam, for he was away early in the morning and it was
late at night w h e n he got h o m e ,tiredout' (Helpman, 1967, p. 78). H e seemed prepared
to allow Mary full reign with the three Helpman children, all of w h o m went on to
successful stage careers. Perhaps S a m realised that in forbidding Mary to act in public, he
had taken something very important from her. Having demanded this significant
sacrifice, perhaps he thought that he had little choice but to endure her cultivation of
thek eldest son's talents and the excesses of his behaviour. A n d given the historical
period, it is clear that there was m u c h about his eldest son that S a m would almost
certainly have found confusing, to say the least.
Looking back, Helpmann described himself as a child as 'the complete
narcissus, only interested in myself; a show off determined at all costs to be the centre of
attention' (Salter, 1978, p. 23). Draped in mosquito netting to give himself an angelic
aura, he would often dance around the house, sometimes scattering flowers as he went.
The inspkation for this apparendy came from going to weddings where he found 'the
bride's costume was always more interesting than the bridegroom's' (Simmonds, 1986, p.
9)Helpmann hated school where, apart from the occasional play or concert, he
found little to interest him. This seems to have been as true of the classroom as it was
for the playingfields.Although he did enjoy recreational swimming and tennis, he
professed to have had no inclinations towards competitive sports of any kind and one
imagines that this would have done little for his popularity at Adelaide's all boys Prince
Alfred's College. H e also made no secret of his plans to work on the stage, a revelation
that caused some parents to forbid thek children from talking with him (de Berg, 1974).
Flelpmann's delight for 'putting on a show' earned him the unwanted label of a 'show
off. Whereas his mother had been forbidden from acting because it was inconsistent
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with middle class feminine respectability, Helpmann's deske to act fell foul of codes of
behaviour which saw it as unmanly. Salter (1978, p. 28) concludes that:

Isolated by an incomprehension that could be sometimes
openly hostile, the schoolboy Robert m a d e a virtuosity of
necessity. T h e more unpopular he felt himself to be, the more
he m a d e his presence felt. Used to being the centre of
attention at h o m e , he insisted upon it as his right at school,
using his quick wits to attack as the best method of defence,
his imagination to evade w h e n punishment seemed imminent.
It eventually became clear that Prince Alfred's College was not going to have the
'normalising' effect on Helpmann that his father might have hoped it would. His son
simply refused to conform and was eventually withdrawn from school and his education
left to a private tutor. This left more time for him to pursue his dancing and acting
interests and by the age of 13 he was acting and dancing professionally.
If Sam ever harboured hopes of dissuading his eldest son from a theatrical
career, these seem to have disappeared by the time Helpmann left school. On a business
trip to Melbourne, Sam is said to have bought a ticket to a performance by Anna
Pavlova and her company. Formerly of Diaghilev's Ballet Russes, Pavlova was billed as
the greatest dancer in the world and is still widely considered amongst the greatest
ballerinas of any era. Following the performance, S a m managed to arrange a back stage
meeting with Pavlova and to convince her to take his son on as a student. On returning
to Adelaide he told his son:
'Now listen - if you're going to be a dancer, you're going to be
a bloody good one. There's a gkl in Melbourne with her o w n
company and she's agreed to take you on. You're going over
there next week with your mother and you're going to work
hard. If you don't succeed, it will be your o w n fault.' (Salter,
1978, p. 30)
One should not underestimate the significance of this decision for Sam. Careers for
actors in Australia at this time were rare enough and almost unheard of for dancers. He
would definitely not have been alone in doubting the potential for dance to generate a
suitable income, particularly for someone from Helpmann's elevated social position. Sam
may also have been fearful that Helpmann would grow up without any of the skills or

qualifications needed to move into the professions of the middle classes should he fail a

a dancer. It is perhaps a measure of his desperation, then, that he chose to intervene so
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decisively in Helpmann's career. At least if Helpmann became a famous dancer, he could
be seen as a 'success', the kind of son one could feel proud of. But a failed or struggling
dancer, of all things, would probably have seemed unthinkable.
It is surely significant that the story of h o w S a m H e l p m a n met and convinced
the most famous ballet dancer in the world at that time to teach his son, enjoyed such
regular retelling as commentators looked back over Helpmann's career. It stands out as
the only significant intervention by a male in Helpmann's path into and within theatrical
dance and yet is often recounted as the pivotal m o m e n t , above all others (see The Era,
1934; The Times, 1986; Simmonds, 1986 for examples).
A s a fourteen year old 'refugee from provincialism' (Salter, 1978, p. 33)
Helpmann joined Pavlova's company for rehearsals, an event he described as a
'homecoming' (Salter, 1978, p. 33). T w o aspects of this short apprenticeship are
significant. Fkst, despite his enthusiasm, Helpmann claims that the harsh reality of daily
ballet practice on the barre was a severe jolt to his hitherto romantic visions of a dancer's
life. Here w e see the fkst example of the construction of an artist w h o is fkst and
foremost concerned with the pleasure of being on stage in front of an audience, rather
than a devoted student of his art. It is a construction in which H e l p m a n n himself
seemed to agree with. Second, although never dancing before an audience during the
company's tour of Australia and N e w Zealand, his recollections of this time are of
watching every performance and being transfixed by Pavlova's skill and artistry: 'She was
m y Goddess. W h e n she appeared it was as though the lights had c o m e on in the theatre'
(Salter, 1978, p. 33). T h e dancer that emerges from these anecdotes is one for w h o m
artistry and dramatic effect is everything, and it is explicidy the body of Pavlova, perhaps
the archetypal ballerina, her gestures, her movement, her eyes, which help to draw the
telling of Helpmann's career in dance forward.
These two constructions, the lazy aspking star of the theatre, and the driven
and devoted student of theatrical (and very often feminine) characterisation, sit uneasily
alongside the 'vkile' and hyper-athletic male dancer which dominated Chapter Four.
And, indeed, film footage of Helpmann and Tyler Coppin's embodied caricature of him
in Tales of Helpmann bring to mind a slight, highly studied, queerly constructed male body.
H e is clearly not the powerfully muscled vktuoso authors like Clarke and Crisp (1984)
seem so invested in.
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Sorley Walker (1957) claims that Helpmann's time with Pavlova's company was
pivotal in him deciding to be a dancer rather than an actor. However, talking on camera
in archival footage (Australia Council, 1975), Helpmann described the first time he went
to a live dance performance as a much younger child in Adelaide as the moment he
decided to be a dancer. Contradicting both these accounts, other sources suggest that by
the time he fkst travelled to England in 1932 to launch his career, aged 23, he still
harboured anything but firm feelings about devoting himself to ballet. According to
Salter (1978), an influenza epidemic in England during the winter of 1932 meant that
Helpmann continued on to Paris. He trained for 10 days with the Ballet Russes which by
this time was based in Paris following the death of Diaghilev. Salter writes:
Helpmann, for whom discipline of the barre had become a
thing of the past, found the work as tedious as it was
exhausting. B y the time he arrived in L o n d o n his resolution
had weakened. 'I had given up all thought of being a ballet
dancer,' he admits, (p. 49, italics in original)

It is probably safe to conclude that Helpmann's resolve to be a dancer varied a great deal

up until the time he finally danced professionally. In fact, his early forays into acting
theatre production only a few years after his ballet career began, followed later by a
number of ballet 'come backs', suggest that his enthusiasm for dance continued to
fluctuate.
But this is a less important issue than the kind of dancer he wanted to be and
seems to have become. Given many chances to reflect on his life and his dancing career,
in books, magazines and on film, I could find no references to him mentioning a male
whose work he adrnked or who had been important in his development as a dancer.
This suggests that the athleticism and technical vktuosity normally associated with
leading male ballet dancers were not the qualities which Helpmann valued in his own
dancing. Remrning to Pavlova, whom he would later describe as perhaps the greatest
influence on his life (Australia Council, 1975), his recollections of her resonate with
aesthetic and bodily qualities which transcend mere technical skill:
'The Dying Swan will always be associated with her name; the
tide at once evokes the curve of her arms, her unreal points,
the drooping line of her fragile neck ... She did not dance the
dying swan, she was actually a swan dying. It was real magic'
(Salter, 1978, p. 33, italics in original)
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O n c e again, this description suggests Helpmann's eye for dramatic, bodily detail. T h e
element of Pavlova's dancing which he so adrnked, perhaps above all others, was her
famed ability to become the thing she was dancing. It seems reasonable to speculate that

this was partly the result of his akeady considerable ttaining as an actor, something th
set him apart from other dancers, and which became increasingly significant when he

later diversified as an artist. Whether or not this is a valid explanation, it is an impo
glimpse of what was to become a recurring theme throughout Helpmann's dance career.
For although English ballet was very much in its infancy in the early 1930s, having
declined sharply in popularity since the second decade of the century when the Ballet
Russes toured Western Europe, there was still a general expectation that ballet dancers
trained rigorously from a young age before embarking on stage careers. During
Helpmann's 1933 debut London season in the role of Satan in the ballet job, he clearly
lacked the technical virtuosity of many of his male contemporaries such as the highly
acclaimed Anton Dolin. One reviewer noted kindly:
A young newcomer, Robert Helpmann, took Dolin's old part
of Satan. Without rising to his predecessors power — he was
impish rather than satanic - his dancing was full of life and
promise. (Capell, 1933)6
Another commented that:
In the last-named (ballet) the part of 'Satan,' originally created
by Anton Dolin will be taken by Robert Helpmann, a young
dancer from Australia, w h o gives every evidence of possessing
strong dramatic powers. (The Dancing Times, 1933)
Writing in 1957, Sorley Walker, a friend and fan of Helpmann's work, suggested the
following explanation:
The question of Helpmann's ability as a dancer has become
surrounded by a fog of misconceptions ... he was late in
having serious training, m u c h of his early career was in acting
and musical comedy dancing, and - perhaps above all temperamentally he is unlike the dancer w h o is willing to
spend all his time and energy in perfecting his technique at the
expense, perhaps, of wider issues, (p. 27)
She goes on to argue that dramatic qualities had been more important to him and to

suggest the value of other styles besides the 'vktuoso'. In fact, one gets the impression
that many of Helpmann's contemporaries were well aware of his technical shortcomings
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but were prepared to overlook them and to appreciate the other qualities he brought to
ballet.

London calling
After six months in Australia and New Zealand, Pavlova's company returned to Europe.
She had been sufficiendy impressed with her young Australian pupil (still only 15) to
invite him to remain with the company. Not surprisingly, Mary and Sam felt that thek

son was too young and refused the invitation on his behalf. However, possibly as a result
of the prestige gained from working with Pavlova, Helpmann soon found himself
employed by Australia's largest and most powerful theatre production company, J. C.
Williamson's. He continued to live in Sydney, away from home, where his wage as an
actor and stage dancer with Williamson's was supplemented by an allowance, paid for by
his maternal grandfather. Salter (1978, p. 35) writes:
On twenty-five pounds a week in 1924 luxury was his for the
asking. A s the years went on Robert Helpmann did not
hesitate to ask. H e booked his o w n suite in a hotel, he hked
his o w n chauffeur-driven car. H e indulged his taste for
flamboyant clothes and even experimented with nail polish.
H e was as exotic a sybarite as the city of Sydney had to display.
In Christchurch, the elegiac capital of N e w Zealand's South
Island, he was a sensation, on as well as off the stage.
Helpmann remained in Australia for a further 8 years. During this time he appears to
have done only a small amount of ballet training, working mosdy in drama and musical
comedy. The various accounts of this period suggest that he spent much of this time

working and socialising with theatrical people. In a 1981 newspaper article7, by then ove
70 years old, Helpmann is claimed to have said of this period: 'I was an absolute
monster, going to drunken parties and living in the Cross8 and having a lovely time'.
Later in the same article he says:
The only regret I have about that time is that I should have
been having a first class training in ballet. W h e n I got to
England aged 199 and started training seriously I had a lot of
catching up to do. I had to work like a slave to get up to
standard. (Ashton, 1981, p. 38)
The image of Helpmann at this time is that of a quick witted, flamboyant, hard living
socialite, constandy seeking out the limelight. In many respects, it is the epitome of a
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particular gay/camp stereotype, although there is little on which to base speculation
about his sexuality at this time. However, one particular anecdote from this period is
worth recounting both for the vivid (although we cannot be sure how accurate) picture it
paints of the type of embodied self Helpmann had constructed and the manner in which
this self was interpreted by others. Salter's (1978) prelude to this anecdote is worth
quoting in full:

Esme, the diminutive daughter of Wilkamson's wardrobe
mistress, was as uncritical as she was adoring. At Robert's
request she plucked his eyebrows and painted his nails red. She
adrnked his Oxford bags10, his pink shirt and purple tie,
matching them as best she could with dresses worn by
actresses and cut d o w n for her by her mother. Robert, w h o
imagined himself to be in love with her at the time, and most
certainly enjoyed her adrnkation, took her one Sunday
morning for a walk along Bondi Beach, (p. 40)
Salter then paints a scene of people staring, crowds forming around the couple and
Helpmann and Esme walking defiandy along the water's edge. While this may simply be
embellishment on the part of Helpmann or the author, the enduring detail of the
anecdote is that Helpmann soon found himself surrounded by a small group of life
savers who, having expressed thek disgust, picked him up and threw him into the surf.
There is a moment in Tyler Coppin's stage play Lyre Bird: Tales of Helpmann
(mentioned above) where the character of Helpmann is retelling this story, and he finds

himself bobbing amongst the waves, fully clothed, humiliated. Rather than getting out of
the water, Helpmann is looking out to sea, imagining himself floating, swimming and
eventually arriving in Europe, the home he has never known. Why was he marooned on
this culturally barren island? When would the stardom and the acceptance that he never
once doubted awaited him, become a reality?

Leaving/ coming home
On a 1931 Australian tour, the celebrated English actors Margaret Rawlings and her
husband Gabriel Toyne saw Helpmann perform in a Christmas pantomime in
Melbourne. Having inquked about Helpmann's obvious classical training, Rawlings
invited Helpmann to choreograph a short ballet to open one of thek plays. As Salter
(1978, p. 45) describes, it was to prove an important personal and professional
relationship:
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Friendship between the three of them was as lasting as it was
immediate. With Margaret Rawlings, especially, he felt an
empathy which was echoed, oddly enough, in thek appearance.
H e was Sebastion to her Viola, the same height, thek features
not unalike, even thek voices had something of the same
timbre. Between them was the attraction, not of opposkes, but
of the same. Thek's was a matching talent; an equal ego; they
shared the same transcendent ambition. It was a headily
androgynous, frankly passionate affak. Her marriage with
Gabriel Toyne was coming to an amicable end. Flelpmann,
whose talent impressed her, w h o amused and adrnked her,
w h o was as vital as he was sophisticated, was a companion to
her taste. Watching him dance she had seen his feeling for
drama. A m u s e d by his powers as a mimic, she recognised the
observation from which they stemmed. She suggested that he
join her company.
It is worth remembering that this passage appeared in a book published over 45 years
after the events being recounted. Therefore, we might reasonably ask whose description
we are reading? Although Salter narrates most of the book in the same fhkd person, eye

witness style exemplified here, it seems most likely, although far from certain, that th
passage is a distillation of both Helpmann's and Rawlings'11 words. And while the

allusions to his sexual preferences seem deliberately and respectfully ambiguous (as the
are throughout the book), the teller/s choose/s to emphasise Helpmann's bodily and
aesthetic similarities to his female friend, as well as his dramatic and mimical powers.
That is, he is constructed as a particular type of man (feminine/androgynous) and a
particular type of dancer (dramatic).
Helpmann left Australia in December of 1932. H e travelled with Rawlings fkst
to Paris and then London (see above) where she had promised to introduce him to the
co-dkector of the recendy formed Vic Well's ballet company. W h e n Helpmann arrived

in London in 1933, there was little to suggest the tradition of excellence in English Ba
that would be established by the 1950s. Only two companies of any note existed; the

Ballet Rambert (still in existence) and the Vic-Wells, whose director, Ninette de Valois
formerly a dancer with the Ballet Russes, would later be considered the single most
important figure in the bkth of modern English ballet.
Helpmann's timing was perfect. A s elsewhere, ballet was not, at this stage, a
'proper' career choice for English men and he was signed without an audition.
Helpmann surmised that de Valois "would have welcomed anything male on two legs' so
short of men was she' (Salter, 1978, p. 52). Nonetheless, de Valois' memok records that
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'(e)verything-about him proclaims the artist born' (quoted in Salter, 1978, p. 51).

Commenting later on his success, despite criticism that he never reached the technica
standards of the virtuoso, she wrote:

So let us accept his stardom, for his fame has not been
achieved without practical self-sacrifice. H e

has

worked

devotedly, intelligendy, and remarkably rationally for anyone
with so highly developed an ego. To-day he is the victim of
balletomane mass-hysteria. Will he survive it? I think so, for he
stands every chance with such a fortunate background. H e
reached his height in the ballet world as a permanent m e m b e r
of a conservative instimtion. H e has also his rational, though
freedom loving colonial background. Born a son of Aries, he is
affiliated to the pioneer sign, and as a native of Australia he
springs from an ancestry of pioneers. (Anthony, 1946, p. 14)
Helpmann was a more or less immediate success as a ballet dancer. Following his 1933
debut (see above), he continued to draw praise for his performances.12

It is rarely that ballet offers its choicest gifts to a male dancer.
Last night Robert Helpmann fulfilled the promise he has
shown in smaller parts. H e is a dancer whose skill and grace
are governed by most admirable control, and he is an actor
into the bargain. (The Daily Telegraph, 1934a)

But the event of the evening was Robert Helpmann, who
danced lead opposite Nina Theilade. Behind this young man's
star appearances on Monday is the story of a spectacular rise
to importance in English ballet, ariseaccomplished within a
mere two years ... Helpmann's dancing is distinguished by its
grace, vitality, elasticity and pattern. (The Era, 1934)

... and Robert Helpmann is certainly the best male dancer of
the younger generation. His technique improves steadily there seems every hope of his becoming a great artiste in the
near future. (The Dancing Times, 1934)

'Le Lac des Cygnei is not a ballet which affords much
opportunity for male dancers, but when the chance came in
third act, Robert Helpmann seized it to quite astonishing
purpose. His springs and leaps were like nothing seen since
Nijinsky danced in 'Le Spectre de la Rose.' H e brought d o w n
the house. (The Daily Telegraph, 1934b, italics in original)
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In Markova they [the Vic-Wells ballet] have a supreme dancer
and during the year Robert H e l p m a n n has improved almost
beyond recognition. H e possesses ballon, elevation, and an easy
action, giving the impression that he never allows himself to
be fully extended. A s the principal danseur in classical ballets
such as Giselle and Le Lac des Cygnes, w h e n for long periods he
has n o actual dancing, he achieves the difficult task of always
being manly, and at all times, as a m i m e , he is of superlative
excellence. (The Dancing Times, 1935, italics in original)

Robert Helpmann, a dancer of elegance rather than technical
brilliance, by reason of his quite singular sense of the theatre,
has modified the ballet in this country. Vehicles have had to be
devised to extend his virtuosity, and to frame his special
qualities of drama and comedy. (Brahms, 1943, p. 17)
My purpose for including this series of commentaries is to highlight some of the
discursive resources employed by particular writers to construct Helpmann the dancer. It
would be wrong to suggest that a coherent view emerges, not least because they are all
commentaries on different performances. However, they suggest that he was not
universally considered a technically deficient dancer, or even an effeminate one given the
way 'he achieves the difficult task of always being manly' between solos.13 More
significandy, there also appears to be a preparedness to celebrate the other qualities of
his dancing, such as grace, control, elasticity, ease of movement and his often cited
dramatic talents. I return to the reasons why this might be so later in this chapter.

Moving on
In 1937, Helpmann played the part of Oberon in a lavish performance of A Mid
Summer's Night Dream at the Old Vic theatre amongst a cast which included Vivien Leigh,
then a rising Hollywood star. The reason Helpmann usually gave for this career detour
was that a dancer cannot dance forever and that in order to continue his association with
the stage he needed to diversify. According to Williamson (quoted in Salter, 1978, p. 84)
the press's reception of Helpmann's performance was a 'chorus of wonder'. In fact,
Helpmann went on to act and direct on the stage and screen with considerable success
and alongside such luminaries as Katherine Hepburn and Ralph Richardson. Of a
Helpmann performance in the play Nude with Violin, one critic wrote: 'Theatrically there
is little he cannot do, except perhaps play such characters as 'man mountain' Fabrice
(Carl Lukk), the gigantic gigolo in the play' (The Mirror, 1958).
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In fact, w h e n Helpmann returned to Australia for the fkst time in 22 years in
1955, it was as part of an Old Vic theatre company tour. The tour featured a series of
Shakespearean performances and appearances by Helpmann's close friend Katherine
Hepburn. He was still dancing at this time, and in the years following the successful 1955
tour, he returned regularly to Australia to act and dance. Helpmann continued his
prodigiously productive and varied association with the stage until shortly before his
death in 1986, aged 77.

Resourcing Helpmann - an analysis
Although it is generally accepted that he was a gay man, Helpmann's much publicised
relationships with a number of famous women of the ballet, theatre and cinema certainly
served to occupy the newspapers and fuel speculation about whether he was bisexual.
However, the following discussion is not concerned with establishing the 'truth' about
Helpmann's sexuality. Rather, having described some of the ways in which the body of
the male dancer is sexualised in Chapter Four, I am interested in the degree to which his

sexuality infiltrated the telling of Helpmann's life in dance. In a sense, then, I am 'ask
Helpmann similar questions to the ones I asked the male dancers w h o participated in
this research; 'was/is your sexuality an important element in your life's trajectory into
dance or your work in dance'?
T h e following passage comes from one of the m a n y obituaries which followed
Helpmann's death.
No mention of Helpmann the man would be coherent without
consideration of his relationship with producer Michael
Benthall, 10 years his junior. In Helpmann's authorised
biography, Elizabeth Salter wrote, 'Ambition was his driving
force, but the structure on which his life was based was his
friendship with Michael Benthall.' (Healey, 1986, p. 2)
And yet it is clear that, prior to Helpmann's death, his 'companion of 39 years'
(Simmonds, 1986, p. 9) all but failed to puncture the surface of the 'coherent' public

telling of his life. In fact, I found only one instance, in Salter's biography, where their
relationship was discussed in print while Helpmann was still alive. She writes:
It was a relationship based on mutual affection, mutual respect
and, most important of all, a mutual passion for the theatre.
T h e k pattern of living was contrapuntal. They pursued thek
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interests to the m o m e n t , making no demands on the time or
attention of the other. T o Helpmann, Benthall remained the
protege, the young m a n ten years his junior w h o m he had
helped establish,firstas an actor, and then as a producer.
(Salter, 1978, p. 156)
Of course, the almost total silence about this relationship is hardly surprising. As we
in Chapter Four, the homosexuality of dancers like Ted Shawn and his lover Barton
Mumaw remained vigilandy out of public sight in the United States and Europe during

the 1930s and 1940s, not least because of its illegality. David Gere's forward to Mumaw's
recendy republished biography makes two important points about the strict closeting of
gay men during this period. Fkst he notes that '(t)his sense of danger was commonplace
among men who loved men during the first half of the twentieth century, and, even if it
lent an erotic charge, its emotional cost cannot be underestimated' (Sherman & Mumaw,
2000, p. xvii).
However, Gere also notes that M u m a w seems mosdy unconcerned about
having had to conceal his sexuality and, even more so, about the fact that Shawn's all
male modern dance company, of which he was a member, presented a hyper-masculine
image to the public. Gere suggests:
it is here that the tacit acceptance of Mumaw's homosexuality
by close associates and family members proves so revealing.
Deception was requked of any closeted homosexual in the
1920s, '30s, and'40s, but it is clear from M u m a w ' s account that
a code of silence a m o n g one's close associates might also
create a ring of protection, (p. xvii)
In a straightforward sense then, we might conclude that the taboo of homosexuality

helped to produce a particular telling of Helpmann's life, in the sense that there was o

part of it that simply could not be told. But we might also see this silence as a strateg
act of defiance rather than an imposition, and something which sat comfortably with the
people involved. In the following passage from the biography of Frederick Ashton14
(Kavanagh, 1996, p. 85), Billy Chappell, a friend of both Ashton and Helpmann15,

describes the social set of dancers and artists they belonged to during the late 1920s a
early 1930s:
Homosexuality may have been illegal in Britain, but in
Ashton's world it was vktually the rule, a symptom of the
'excessively perverse', sophisticated n e w code of social
manners. ' H o w tempting and h o w dangerous, beautiful and
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wicked, gloriously anarchic and strange, Life appeared,'
remarked Billy Chappell. Except for Edward Burra... almost
everyone in Ashton's group was either androgynous or
bisexual. 'If you weren't,' said Chappell, 'you m a d e an attempt
to be.'
Perhaps a measure of the way the ballet world 'protected its own' during this period is
exemplified by the reaction to Helpmann's obituary in The Times newspaper, which
described him as a 'proselytising homosexual who could turn young men on the
borderline' (The Times, 1986). Although the obituary was begrudging in its assessment of
his career and particularly dismissive of Helpmann's technique as a dancer, most
contemporaries of Helpmann seem to have been most angered by the mention of the
word 'homosexual' (Stevens, 1986). In an Australian Women's Day article featuring an
interview with Helpmann's sister, Sheila, Fetherston (1986, p. 8) writes:
She is bitter and hurt that an obituary in the London Times,
generally regarded as one of the world's most responsible
newspapers, should have referred to Sk
Robert's
homosexuality and said that what The Times printed about her
brother was beneath contempt, (italics in original)
Although they lived at a time when they could not talk publicly about thek
homosexuality16, there is evidence that both Helpmann and Ashton considered sex and
sexuality an important ingredient in thek work as dancers and choreographers.
Kavanagh's biography of Ashton clearly shows that he drew much of his choreographic
inspkation from his romantic and sexual relationships. Perhaps the most important

evidence for this is Ashton's emotionally and sexually charged letters which elaborate an

almost symbiotic relationship between his art and his sexual life. So although he may not
have done so publicly, it seems fak to conclude that Ashton's homosexuality was an

important part of the telling of his life in dance. In an oblique reference to Helpmann's
sexuality Salter (1978, p. 61) writes:
Helpmann is frank about his emotional make-up. He is a
narcissus w h o loves where he is loved; w h o responds to
admkation of either sex. His world is the world of ballet where
attraction flares quickly. Beauty and propinquity create the
spark, but the dance itself can be the fulfilment.
Although we might draw a number inferences from this passage, it is the coupling of
deske and dance which is of interest here. Helpmann himself is quoted as saying:
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'Entertainment should include sexuality ... I believe every
work of art must have slighdy aphrodisiac qualities, must be
slighdy sexually exciting. I'm sure that what attracts people to
ballet are those qualities.' (Hickson, 1981, p. 62-63)
Furthermore, it certainly seems that this view of dance was apparent in much of
Helpmann's choreographic work. His ballet Elektra, choreographed to celebrate his
return to the Royal Ballet in early 1962, deployed a good deal of what we might call
straightforward homo-erotic imagery, including male dancers in gilt bikinis. The work
generally shocked and displeased the ultra-conservative English ballet press, who
described Elektra as 'sensationalist', 'unsubde', 'ludicrous' and 'tasteless'. His fkst
choreographic work for the recendy established Australian Ballet in 1964, The Display,
also apparendy shocked audiences and was dubbed 'Bobby's sex ballet' by the Australian
press (Day, 1964).
It appears that by the 1960s, and by then almost certainly Australia's most
internationally successful show business figure17, Helpmann felt less inhibited to speak
frankly about ballet and sex, although until his death he continued to be deliberately
ambiguous about his own sexuality. His view that there was 'absolutely nothing
highbrow' (The Advertiser, 1963, p. 17) about ballet became something of a mantra in the
closing decades of his life, and seems to have been as much to do with what he saw as
the raw sexual appeal of dance movement and the bodies of dancers as with his growing
disaffection with ballet high society and the increasingly corporatised management of
Australian ballet.
What emerges from the preceding discussion is the sense that, despite probably
being both unable and disinclined to name his sexuality and to explicidy link it to his
work, Helpmann, saw the spectacle of dance, the experience of dancing, and the
particular kind of dance he wanted to make, as all connected with deske. The 'truth' of
this claim is difficult to judge given that I have selectively drawn my evidence from a
range of akeady selective sources. However, I am proposing that a connection between
dance and sexuality emerges as a significant theme from the archival evidence that exists.
I am suggesting that, whatever the 'real' relevance of sexuality to his work might have
been, it is a consistent element in the discursive constitution of Helpmann's life and
dance work, despite a great deal of energy being expended by writers, particularly his two
biographers, to be respectfully silent or ambiguous about it. It is tempting to speculate
that Helpmann, like Ashton, saw the dance he made and the dance he did (although
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precious little-footage of either dancer still exists) as a means of expressing his sexuality,
as a way of cicumventing public prohibition of homosexuality, but I found no evidence
of this.
In arriving at these conclusions, I want to stress two points. Fkst, while making
a connection between gayness and dance, particularly ballet, m a y not seem a startling
revelation (gay m e n do seem to be over-represented amongst male ballet dancers), this
connection is clearly not one which emerged from the literature I reviewed in Chapter
Four. That is, despite the obvious presence of m a n y gay m e n in dance, this presence is
often ignored or even denied in writings about m e n in dance. Put simply, there has been
a clear reluctance to acknowledge that dance might be, or have been, a relatively safe
career choice for gay m e n , or that gay m e n have been distinctive and important dancers
and choreographers. In this respect, the analysis Helpmann's life that I a m developing in
this chapter suggests another way of talking about h o w and w h y m e n become dancers ,
that of the coupling of dance and gay deske.
Second, although I have said that deske and dance seem to be connected in
Helpmann's work as a dancer and choreographer, I a m reluctant to be overly
prescriptive about this point for fear of essentialising the involvement of gay m e n in
theatrical dance. I would neither want nor expect to be able to formulate a crude
explanation of w h y so m a n y gay m a n choose careers in dance. A s w e will see in Chapter
Nine, although some were prepared to offer some tentative comments, the gay male
dancers w h o participated in this research generally resisted suggestions that thek career
choice was reducible to, or s o m e h o w causally linked with, thek gayness.

A. particular kind of dancer
Helpmann once said '(w)omen have always had a strong influence in m y life and m y
mother was thefirst'(Australia Council, 1975, 3 mins 38 sees), and is on record as saying
'(a)ll m y great friends and m y closest associates have been w o m e n ' (Salter, 1978, p. 183).
It is probably fak to argue that Helpmann used the term 'influence' in a causative sense
here; that is, the actions of certain w o m e n caused certain things to happen. W e might
characterise this as a 'past explains the present' view of history. However, m y intention
in this chapter is to consider h o w the 'present explains the past'; that is, the ways in
which existing gendered discourses serve to produce Helpmann as a particular kind of
dancer.
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The'influence' of w o m e n is a constant theme in Helpmann's o w n explanations
of how he came to be 'who he was'. This is all the more noteworthy when one considers
that he came to prominence in an art form in which representations of gender are so
sharply polarised. It is almost certain that he would have been taught by a number of
male ballet tutors and we know that he danced in the same company as numerous
leading male soloists. And yet they are completely missing from the accounts of his
career. I want to suggest that these are important omissions in terms of the embodied
gender identity Helpmann seemed intent on constructing.
As I have hinted, there are a number of striking similarities between the life
stories of Helpmann and his contemporary with the Sadler's Well's/Royal Ballet,
Frederick Ashton. T h e following passage comes from Ashton's biography and mkrors
the almost mesmeric effect seeing Anna Pavlova dance seemed to have on Helpmann.
The passage is an account of when Ashton watched Pavlova's company during thek
1917 tour of Peru, his childhood home, with his friend, Guy Watson.
Except for Pavlova's plaintive signature piece, the Dying Swan
solo, G u y remembered virtually nothing about her
performance; the lasting impression for him was the Crusader
costume worn in Raymonda by her partner, Alexander Volinine
- 'For hours afterwards I was Volinine.' Ashton, on the other
hand, 'hated Volinine', just as he had no interest in any of the
m e n in Pavlova's company — 'I wanted to dance like her.'
Images of Pavlova, such as her diagonal bourrees along a path
marked out by roses, and all 'the carry-on' with her hands and
eyes, never left him: every ballerina role he would go on to
create was done so in the shadow of his muse. (Kavanagh,
1996, p. 2, italics and emphasis in original)

Ashton's recollections of the bodily detail of Pavlova's performance, recounted here fo
his biographer some 60 years or so after the event, are also worth quoting in full.
From the moment the ballerina descended the three steps on
to the stage and began her variations — a delicate waltz, a
sparkling, darting xylophone solo, and an adagio during which
she balanced indefinitely in arabesque — the young Frederick
Ashton's future was decided. Pavlova, he said years later, was
the greatest theatrical genius he had ever seen. By today's
standards, her technique was poor; she rarely executed more
than two pkouettes, but they were done with such brio — 'a
sort of flurry', in Ashton's phrase — that she gave the effect of
at least half a dozen more. Pavlova's vibrant personality, the
expressive play of every part of her body and the outpouring
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of ecstatic energy sent a charge through the auditorium,
creating what one critic described as 'a kind of electrification
of the ak'. 'She was a spkit, a flame,' said Ashton. 'She wasn't
human.' Like the fairy heroine in Stravinsky's allegory about
Tchaikovsky, Le Baiser de lafee, Pavlova became Ashton's muse,
imprinting a fateful kiss which lasted the rest of his life. 'Seeing
her at that stage was the end of m e . She injected m e with her
poison and from the end of that evening I wanted to dance.'
(Kavanagh, 1996, p. 1-2, italics and emphasis in original)
Ashton's keen eye for bodily detail is equally apparent in the following visual images,
recalled from Ashton's Peruvian childhood.

It was in Lima that the young Frederick Ashton came into his
own. H e later told Cecil Beaton that he considered he had
lived all his adult life on investments from boyhood; and,
although it was not until his early twenties that Ashton even
contemplated making ballets, as a child he instinctively stored
choreographic images for the future. O n Sunday afternoon
walks with his nurse, he loved to watch modish Peruvian
w o m e n promenading up and d o w n the Paeso Colon in thek
open carriages, and in years to c o m e would imitate the way
they tilted thek chins to reveal to perfection the line of thek
lovely throats. H e noted the graceful hand-gestures of an old
sewing-woman as she turned her wheel, and would study the
photogenic movements and attitudes of a disdainful beauty
w h o fascinated him, the Brazilian ambassador's wife, whose
reputation was based on the fact that she had once danced
with the Kaiser. (Kavanagh, 1996, p. 20)
It is difficult to accept that Ashton consciously 'stored choreographic images' of
Peruvian women as a boy with a view to using them again. However, this story 'works'
as an explanation of the past, particularly as Ashton became known as a great
choreographer for principal ballerinas, and markedly less so for men.18
Like Helpmann, Ashton is also said to have been unpopular and out of place

amongst his male private school peers, not least because of his complete lack of interes
in all sports apart from recreational swimming. Both were lighdy built and, also like
Helpmann, Ashton is said to have been a 'technically limited dancer'. However, the

notion of a 'technically limited dancer' is not at all straightforward as this account o
of Ashton's early performances as a dancer suggests:
Far from evoking the aggressive perpetrator of Yeat's sonnet,
a symbol of power and phallic strength, Ashton resplendent in
a white-feather toque and carried in by two male Niads ...
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seemed more of an Odette-like vision of femininity and grace.
H e was playing Pavlova, his fantasy role, and, with his
exquisitely arched feet, slender legs and lyrical movements, he
more than brought it off. 'Fred would have been a beautiful
female dancer,' said Diana Gould, w h o described h o w ,
between rehearsals, they would often reverse roles to amuse
themselves. (Kavanagh, 1996, p. 89)

So the construction of Ashton's lack of technical skill seems to have been specific to h

apparent inability to 'perform' the powerfully built, hyper-vkile male vktuoso. And it i
perhaps telling that neither Helpmann nor Ashton made careers out of dancing alone; as
we have seen, Helpmann diversified into theatre and cinema, while Ashton, after a short
career as a dancer, went on to become one of the 20th centuries most revered
choreographers.
My argument here is that both Helpmann and Ashton emerge discursively as
feminised dancers, and therefore 'technically limited', not least through words which
would appear to have been thek own. Both men seem to have constructed themselves as
inscribed with particular 'techniques of the body' (Mauss, 1973), but which also
precluded them from the role of male virtuoso. For example, if we recall Steven, the
hero in the story book Jump, both Helpmann and Ashton seem to have been the kind of
dancers that Steven was explicidy intended to refute. Steven was interested in the

athleticism of dancing, he wanted to be like the boys (not the gkls) in the class, and h

was better than all the rest because of the amplitude of his jump. There is absolutely n
suggestion that Steven adrnked the young ballerinas, loved the music, wanted to move in
delicate, precise or emotionally expressive ways, or was ever in danger of failing as a
dancer. Helpmann and Ashton seem to have been precisely the kind of dancers whom
Clarke and Crisp (1984, p. 148) might have described as giving dance a 'bad name'.
As we have seen, Helpmann certainly had his admkers amongst the critics as a
dancer and choreographer, and was clearly hugely popular with the English ballet public
during the 1930s and 1940s. Whilst hardly a fan of Helpmann's dancing, Ashton saw in
his colleague the skills for which he was best known.
There were no doubts about who should play the Byronic
protagonist. Having akeady displayed his histrionic gifts to
great effect in The Haunted Ballroom, Robert Helpmann was the
obvious candidate for a role which called for more m i m e than
dancing, and depended on an artist with a vivid sense of
theatre. Capable of timing a gesture or an expression to
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perfection, H e l p m a n n had only to walk on stage to draw all
eyes to him. H e dominated the whole ballet, seeming to m o v e
in another dimension from the rest of the dancers — 'his
opiate-induced visions, transfigured from scene to scene as his
hallucinations deepened.' (Kavanagh, 1996, p. 190, italics in
original)
We should remember that Helpmann came into show business during a period in which
movie audiences were growing rapidly. He publicly argued that the ballet was too elitist
in its oudook, and its preoccupation with purity of dancing technique and long, difficult
to follow ballets, robbed ballet of a much larger audience. He claimed that it needed to
be 'theatrical' as well as 'technical' in order to rival cinema as a popular art form
(Helpmann, 1942). Helpmann did not live to read the preceding description of his
talents, but it is hard to imagine a more precise vindication of his aspkations in the
ballet; aspkations which are spelt out in the quote that opened this chapter. I would
argue that above all, this quote, taken from a speech he gave in response to criticism of
his highly theatrical choreographic style, articulates a very different view of 'good
technique', one which values narrative and fine nuances in bodily gesture to carry ballet
narratives forward, as opposed to what many dance commentators have called abstract
or 'pure' dance.
To summarise then, my argument here is that 'good technique', in the context
of ballet, is a highly gendered term. From the historical material to which I had access,
Helpmann emerges discursively as a particular kind of dancer, one I have described as
feminised, and, as a result, has been constructed as technically lacking. This has
happened despite his obvious success as a ballet dancer.
At this point, I want to suggest some reasons for this apparent tension between

dramatic and athletic skill in ballet, and to suggest that this tension is particularly re
to contemporary male involvement in theatrical dance. As Au (1988) points out, the

question of whether ballet should be a physical spectacle or whether it should tell a story
has been one which has permeated its development as far back as its origins in the 16th
century. In particular, she argues that the development of the ballet d'action during the
century, a ballet in which a story is told, evolved from the deskes of dancers and
choreographers to make ballet more than a decorative or ornamental art form. Broadly
speaking, we might say that the absence of narrative, and a preoccupation with dance
movement for its own sake, was seen as rendering dance a less serious artistic pursuit
than those which attempted to engage with the stories and questions of life.
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It is clear that this tension survived into the 20th century. B y the 1940s, the
ballet world had begun to celebrate the highly abstract works of choreographers like
Balanchine and Ashton. At the same time, modern dance was evolving into a variety of
forms which paid little attention to story telling, a process which reached its zenith in the
explicidy anti-theatrical 'postmodern' dance of the 1960s and 1970s. In the eyes of m a n y
20 century dance innovators, it has been the presence of the frivolous Romantic stories of
the classic repertory which have limited dance's artistic potential. In various ways,
choreographers w h o have attracted the tide of 'pioneer' have tended to be ones
interested in exploring n e w

forms of movement, rather than, say, plot and

characterisation.
However, m y intention here is not to set up a n e w narrative about the tension
between m o v e m e n t skill and narrative, as if w e could chart the periods in which one or
the other was dominant and propose neat explanations for change. W h a t I want to
suggest is that what counts for good dancing, particularly in ballet and particularly for
m e n , is gendered and historical.
So w h y was Helpmann accepted as a 'good' dancer by m a n y commentators
during his early career? It seems krefutable that part of the explanation relates to the
sheer scarcity of male dancers during the time he came to prominence. T h e argument
might therefore be that as more males came into ballet, the level of competition for
places raised the general standard. But this does not fully explain the pleasure m a n y
people seem to have derived from watching him dance. N o r does it take account of the
gendered nature of 'technical skill' which I have tried to emphasise.
It might be possible to locate Helpmann within what Connor (1997) has
described as the progression of 20 th century dance from the modern to the postmodern.
Connor has characterised the project of the early modern choreographers as concerned
with the excavation and communication of 'deep' emotion. Here Connor is using the
term 'modern' to refer explicidy to choreographers like Martha G r a h a m and Doris
Humphrey, working from about the 1930s through to the 1950s, w h o rejected what they
saw as the frivolity and ephemerality of ballet, as well as its 'unnatural' techniques, in
order to create dance forms which expressed the 'inner' yearnings of the soul. However,
what choreographers like G r a h a m still shared with ballet was an interest in expression,
emotion and communication. Indeed, this preoccupation with an intense 'inner' life links
these early moderns with Romanticism and the most classical elements of the ballet
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repertory, the-very thing they wanted to distance themselves from. Both wanted to say
something to the audience, although clearly in radically different ways and for very
different reasons.
Connor argues that the 20 th century saw a drift away from expression in
theatrical dance and that this can most clearly be seen in the w o r k of choreographers like
Yvonne Rainer and Trisha Brown, working in the 1960s and 1970s, w h o have c o m e to
be called 'postmodern' because of thek disavowal of interpretability, narrative and
theatricality. Connor sees this as connected with the reflexivity of emotion and
experience which has characterised what some have called the 'postmodern condition'.
But again, I would suggest that a similar trajectory can be detected in ballet, especially in
the work of George BaUanchine, widely regarded as the most influential ballet
choreographer of the 20 th century. BaUanchine 'pioneered'19 an approach which sought
to rid ballet not only of its story lines, but also of its elaborate costumes and stage
designs (Au, 1988). A s Burt (1995) also points out, a number of dance writers from what
Burt calls the 'formalist' tradition have claimed that the birth of modern dance signalled
the beginning of a phase in artistic dance (including ballet) which discarded old
representational practices such as costume, narrative and character roles.20
However, unlike modern dance, the m o v e away from narrative in ballet was not
associated

with

a

rejection

of

ballet

technique.

Rather, by

de-emphasising

characterisation and narrative, the 'technical' skills of the dancer were thrown into
greater relief. A t the same time, as the popularity of ballet in England and the United
States increased from the 1930s onwards, the numbers of m e n seeking to become
dancers also gradually increased. These m e n came into a ballet world which was not
static, but which had begun to emphasise a particular kind of dance; one less concerned
with the potential of ballet to tell a story. Helpmann, o n the other hand, was very m u c h a
student of the theatricality of dance, where the artist's job was to tell a story and to
develop a particular character by a variety of means, but particularly through m i m e .
So I a m suggesting two things here. Fkst, I want to reject the simplistic notion
that standards of male ballet dancing increased during the 20 th century because of the
gradual erosion of gender stereotypes and the subsequent increase in competition for
places in companies. T h e rise of the male ballet dancer as athlete represents the
emergence of a particular kind of male dancer, and has its roots in a complicated range
of social forces.
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Second, and with respect to Helpmann, I want to suggest that there is a
perceptible change in the evaluation of Helpmann's work as a dancer between the time
his career began in the early 1930s and the time of his death in 1986. N o doubt, there
were those w h o considered him a poor dancer w h e n he fkst appeared on stage21, just as
there clearly were those w h o remained admkers of his work throughout his career. It is
also true that, if audience numbers are any indication, the classic three act story ballet
remains the most popular form of Western theatrical dance. But m y argument is that
ballet as an embodied practice did not remain static in this period, and that this change
has cast H e l p m a n n the dancer in different lights.22 A n d while he is rarely referred to as
an effeminate dancer, his construction as technically weak is connected with the ways in
which gender regimes and ballet have overlapped. Put another way, w e might wonder
about the likelihood of a contemporary male dancer explaining his decision to be a
dancer by referring to his admiration of the powers of characterisation and the delicate
movements of a famous ballerina. T h e data I present in the following chapters suggests
that this would seem at odds with the ways in which m a n y contemporary dancers narrate
thek passage into dance.

The passionate artist'
The final aspect of m y narrative of Helpmann's life that I want to expand upon is the
role of w o m e n in making it possible for him to become and remain a dancer. Here m y
focus moves away from 'asking' Helpmann the question 'who are you?' (which I have
attempted to address in the previous two sections) and towards the question 'how did
you c o m e to be w h o you are?' I do this cognisant of the inseparability of these two
questions, but anxious not to lose sight of the fact that, in attempting to explain the
trajectory of a person's life, some versions will be foregrounded at the expense of others.
Therefore, I want to consider another version in which the involvement of the w o m e n
in Helpmann's family is central, and to m o v e away, just for a m o m e n t , from his
recollections of Pavlova, as vivid as they are.
In making the following comments, I will attempt to walk a fine line between
talking about h o w people describe the past and making claims about what 'actually
happened'. A s I have said, this research is not concerned with establishing 'the facts' of
Helpmann's life. However, it is noticeable that, apart from the role Mary played w h e n
her son was a boy, the bulk of the telling of Helpmann's career constructs him as a single
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minded m a n w h o succeeded because of his talents and his refusal to be deflected bv his
detractors. At the very least, this seems an oversimplification.
For example, there can be little doubt that the events surrounding Mary's acting
aspkations are significant features in the narratives Mary, H e l p m a n n and his second
biographer (Salter, 1978) sought to construct. Mary's o w n account is clear that the
trajectory of her life was considerably affected by her mother's and her husband's
determination that she should not appear o n a public stage. W h a t none of the tellers of
this particular story elaborate on to any great extent is its connection to gender regimes
which saw the place of middle class w o m e n very m u c h confined to the domestic sphere.
It is worth recalling that Mary describes S a m as unwilling to go to dances, the theatre or
even social gatherings, precisely the things which Mary had most enjoyed prior to
marriage. According to Mary's account, this led to her 'secret hope' that her fkst child
'would do in the theatrical world what I had been prevented from doing' (Helpman,
1967, p. 48).
There is n o way of knowing to what extent Mary projected this motivation
onto her past actions. However, in the stories both Mary and H e l p m a n n tell, these
events dkectiy led to Mary raising her fkst son 'for the stage'. In fact, Mary tells of the
ways she, at fkst, disguised her attempts to raise a theatrical son by being sure S a m was
not around w h e n she recited poetry. So there are at least two elements which are
significant in this part of the H e l p m a n n narrative; a mother whose artistic aspkations
were thwarted by marriage, and a father with little time for the performing arts, including
dance, both highly gendered and almost stereotypical constructions.
Whatever the influence of Mary on the aspkations of her children, it would also
seem significant that the care of children was a singularly female concern. S a m figures
almost not at all in Helpmann's recollections of his childhood and Mary seems to have
met little resistance from S a m w h e n she decided to enrol 'Bobby' in dance classes. W h a t
I want to suggest here is that it is precisely Sam's lack of involvement in Helpmann's
early life which was significant. This is not to attempt to m a k e a general point that aloof
fathers have little influence on the life choice of thek sons. Rather, it is to say that, in this
case, Mary's aspkations for her children were given a degree of freedom because of the
shape of gender relations at that time, and particularly as they related to child care.
But as w e have seen, S a m did act decisively in influencing Helpmann's career.
O n a business trip to Sydney, something it is hard to imagine his wife with three children

156

ever having the freedom to do, he bought a ticket to see a ballet performance. I have
wondered about h o w S a m felt as he went into the theatre, something he had refused to
do with his wife. W o u l d he have taken such a radical step if his eldest child had been an
aspking ballerina? W a s he m o v e d by Pavlova's performance as others clearly were? Did
he actually watch the performance or did he simply use his ticket to gain access to
Pavlova backstage? W h a t did this apparendy stern Australian m a n say to the world
famous Russian ballerina? M y sense of this episode is that S a m acted in ways which
would not have been available to his wife. But equally important is the retelling of his
words: 'if you're going to be a dancer, you're going to be a bloody good one' (Salter,
1978, p. 30). That is, he felt he had to do something to oiminish the shame of his son
becoming a dancer, and that was that he would be good dancer, a skilled dancer, a
famous dancer. I would want to ask, would S a m have acted in this way if his eldest child
had been a daughter and had wanted to be a dancer, just as his wife had wanted to be an
actor? W o u l d he have felt the need to intervene in this way, or might he have simply
allowed the expectations of marriage and family life to have taken thek 'natural' course?
Based on this admittedly speculative analysis, I want to suggest that despite
m u c h sharper public suspicion of male dancers than female dancers at this time
(although dance was not a high status career for either sex), Helpmann's sex was an
advantage. O n c e again, this is a specific as opposed to general point which hints at the
ways in which gender configurations can have unexpected outcomes. In particular, it
sketches a somewhat different picture to the one that depicts males as the clear losers
during historical periods w h e n theatrical dance's status has been low.
Finally, I want to say something about Helpmann's ability to live and work as a
dancer and actor, away from Australia for 23 unbroken years at fkst, and then only
remrning occasionally in his later years. It will be recalled that Helpmann's father died
w h e n he was 18 years old, after which time Mary H e l p m a n took over the running of her
husband's business and, needless to say, continued to care for Helpmann's two younger
siblings, sister Sheila and brother Max. Both Mary's family history and Salter's biography
of H e l p m a n n note that Sheila and M a x became successful actors, M a x eventually
emigrating to Canada while Sheila stayed in Australia, living near or with her mother.
However, it is only in Mary's account that w e learn that her old age was not blessed with
good health and that Sheila continually interrupted her acting career to care for her
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mother. For-example, in the following short passage Mary is referring to Sheila's success
in gaining a leading part in a successful Sydney stage production. However:

when they went on tour to other states, she resigned. She had
decided to give up the work she loved because her concern for
m y health would not let her leave m e , and I needed a long rest.
M y dear gkl has never shown m e by word or look that she has
regretted the decision she took for m y sake, and I have had the
happiness of doing everything in m y power to repay her.
(Helpman, 1967, p. 118-119)

We might naively ask why it should fall to the daughter to sacrifice her career or, indee
why the daughter and not the sons would choose to make these sacrifices? Of course, a

generation of feminist scholarship has shown that during the 20th century, the bodily care
of the young, the old and the sick has been 'women's work'. It would have been much
more surprising if either Helpmann or his brother Max had taken on this responsibility.
I would argue that although a perfecdy defensible account of Helpmann's
career could be told which centred on the sacrifices of the w o m e n in his family and his
privileged position as a man, this is not the account that is usually, if ever, told.
More generally, I would also want to suggest that the work of women is an
aspect of becoming a male dancer which has not figured prominendy in other writing
about men and dance.23 At this point, I do not want to extend this element of
Helpmann's story to other male dancers, but, all the same, I am tempted to ask how
there are any male dancers at all, given thek suspect status in white Western societies
particularly amongst other men? The obvious sociological answer is that relations of
power are both consttaining and enabling and that social spaces, however small, will

always present themselves in particular places at particular times. But how do these spac
emerge? What is the process}
However, in asking these questions, I have akeady gone too far. These

sociological questions are not the kinds of questions I set out to address in this thesis
And yet they do point to the way relations of power foreground certain narratives at the
expense of others. Thus, we are left with the story of the indomitable Robert Helpmann,

the 'passionate artist' who forged his own path, rather than another story about the live
of his mother Mary and his sister Sheila.
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Conclusion
In this chapter I have attempted to 'ask' Robert Helpmann 'who are you?' and 'how did
you come to be who you are?' This is clearly a question other authors have thought to

ask. In fact, it is interesting to note the number of times the question 'who is the real
Robert Helpmann?' appears in writing about him. A 1986 obituary writer asked:

Was there a real Bobby Helpmann, a man who stood outside
his stage persona? Even his best friends were not sure.
Perhaps that late dkector Michael Benthall, to w h o m he was
very close, might have been able to tell. (Prerauer, 1986, p. 8)
Writing in 1943, Brahms (1943, p. 43) wrote:
People often ask me what Robert Helpmann is like as a
person. H e is a m a n in love with the theatre. This is the fkst
thing to be said about Helpmann. I believe he would be
content for it to be the last.
Sorley Walker, Helpmann's fkst biographer, tried to answer the question this way:
And what, after all, is this centre? A man whose chief
characteristics are a quick vitality, an acute perception of the
world around him, a childlike zest, and a passionate sincerity
about his works and his beliefs; a m a n w h o is more himself on
the stage than off it; whose appearance as himself can be, by
virtue of his nervous tension, more misleading about his
personality than his Shylock or Coppelius; a m a n of intellect
whose reason is warmed by a love of colour and drama and an
krepressible wit. These central qualities appear in the very
unlikely branch of his trial or his achievement; and to
remember them is to k n o w Robert Helpmann in the single
character from which all the others develop: the m a n of the
theatre. (Sorley Walker, 1957, p. 10, emphasis in original)

There is, of course, in all of this an obvious attempt to locate the thing that is Robert
Helpmann, the real person below the surface of his 'outrageous' (Simmonds, 1986)
public persona.
A s it happens, there is an answer to this question, albeit second hand, from
Helpmann himself. In a newspaper article published in 1958 he is reported to have
answered the question 'who is Robert Helpmann?' by saying:
'I'm not being difficult. I just don't know myself. I know the
self on the stage (this with a flash of the eyes), I k n o w the self

159

at the press interview (he sat primly on the chak), I k n o w the
self at a Government House reception (a quick gesture gave
the impression of an elaborate b o w ) , I k n o w the self madly
drunk in a N e w Orleans cafe (a reminiscent gleam). But what it
all adds up to, I don't know.' (Riddell, 1958, p. 13)

My feeling is that these are the reflections of a man who told his life as one devoted to

the stage, a life spent being 'something else', precisely the craft he had adrnked so muc
in Pavlova. In fact, it seems that Helpmann had a sense that there was nothing inside,
and that he was the sum of his doings. He was a man who claimed to be terrified of
boredom and so worked relentiessly, constandy juggling multiple projects and hardly
stopping for a moment in a theatrical career which lasted over 60 years. The previous
quote suggests a person who had a sense of the fractured, performative self which only

exists within its interactions with the world. It is almost as if he were acutely aware o
danger of the empty space, what Samuel Beckett saw as the terror of silence, where one
ceases to be, the space in which one does nothing and therefore is nothing. Helpmann's
own (reported) words are as clear an example as one could hope to find that the
questions 'who are you?' and 'how did you come to be who you are?' are absolutely
inseparable.
However, I have also argued in this chapter that Helpmann's career has been
storied in ways which locate it squarely within the flow of dominant and transgressive

gender constructions which were and, I will go on to argue, still are partially refracted

within the social context of Western theatrical dance. As we have seen, the life of a bal
dancer seems to have offered gay men like Helpmann, Frederick Ashton, Ted Shawn
and Barton M u m a w a level of security from an intensely homophobic world. However,
this did not stop and has not stopped the dance world constructing its ideal male dancer
around a fakly predictable set of hegemonic qualities: aggression, physical size,
muscularity and technical virtuosity. This clearly has not prevented gay men fulfilling
these roles, but it has shaped a gendered regime adept at producing particular kinds of
male dancers, while framing other dancers with other qualities as 'technically limited'.
Therefore, I have tried to show how Helpmann, and people who wrote about

him, chose particular discursive resources to tell his story which were often at odds wit
the dominant construction of the male dancer as the hyper-'vkile' 'supreme athlete'.
Although often silenced, sexual deske appears to have been an important part of the

story Helpmann wanted to tell, particularly through his choreography. It is also clear th
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descriptions of Helpmann's body, its movements and the way he tried to deploy it in his
art drew heavily on feminised images, and particularly those of the ballerina A n n a
Pavlova. O n c e again, these images jar with those of the male dancer I presented in
Chapter Four.
Finally, I have argued that accounts of Helpmann's career suggest that the
conditions for its material possibility can be located within particular configurations of
gender relations. In Chapter Four w e saw h o w the passage of a m a n into dance was
often represented as driven by an internal unstoppable passion. Indeed at Helpmann's
funeral, one speaker is reported to have said of him: 'He said, I k n o w w h o I am, I k n o w
what I a m and I a m going to do what I shall do, without regret, without apology
(Robinson, 1986, p. 3).
W h a t I have suggested in this chapter is that there are m a n y different ways to
tell the life of this particular male dancer. Depending on one's perspective, he could be
seen as victim of gender stereotypes or, as I suggested in the previous section, a
beneficiary of them. For some he was a theatrical genius; for others, a second rate 'ham'.
A n d although his success as a dancer and choreographer could scarcely be denied, he is
remembered (if at all) as a mediocre dancer, and his choreography is rarely (if ever)
restaged. A n d amidst all of this sits an embodied individual, a gay m a n and the m e m o r y
of a dying swan. Thus, as art and gender relations (particularly society's attitudes towards
homosexuality) have pushed and pulled each other in different directions, so too has the
thing which is 'Robert Helpmann' multiplied and mutated, a point which prepares us to
listen for multiplicity in the stories other dancers tell.
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Chapter Six
Being a 'me5 dancer
In this and the following two chapters I present data and analyses from my interviews
with three dancers: Laurence, Neil and Ralph.1 Each chapter can be thought of as a case
smdy and an attempt to locate the interpretations I produce within the context of the
conversation and the embodied relations between myself and the participants. M y
intention here is not to set these m e n up as representative 'types', but rather to use thek
stories to explore identity and embodiment amongst male dancers.
M o r e significandy in terms of m y overall research aim, these three case studies
allow m e to address m y two guiding sub-questions which are both concerned with the
construction of a male dancing self. Fkst, they are each clear examples of the
retrospective construction of a life and of an identity in process; that is, within these
conversations particular kinds of embodied selves emerge around and between stories.
Second, the case studies allow m e to dwell on the ways these m e n talk about thek
experiences of dancing. In other words, they lend support to T h o m a s ' (1995) view that
doing dance is a 'reflexive body practice'.

Learned, not taught
Although Laurence can justifiably be described as a pioneer of Australian theatrical
dance and has been professionally recognised as such, his early life recollections provide
no straightforward clues about this eventual career choice. There seems to have been no
early exposure to ballet or modern dance which 'sowed the seeds' of later ambition, nor
any obvious 'life changing' m o m e n t . Instead, m y interview with Laurence suggests the
construction of a particular kind of bodily aesthetic which informs not only Laurence's
career choice, but also his embodied presence.
If there is anything which characterises Laurence's bodily and discursive
aesthetic, it is a carefully studied smoothness and refinement of form. I use the words
'studied' and 'refinement' because the data I present suggests the constructedness of an
embodied self. I do this not to suggest dishonesty or self deception on the part of the
interviewee, but to foreground the gender 'work' which his stories reveal.
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M y field notes recall a tall, elegant m a n w h o m o v e d and spoke with an almost
(but not quite) exaggerated fluidity. His soft, w a r m voice was also deliberate and sure,
and often complemented by languid arm and hand gestures. I recall being 'seduced' by
his flowing and often amusing stories and I guessed that Laurence had been interviewed
many times before. A s the excerpts in this chapter suggest, there were lengthy sections
of this interview (although, as I will show, by no means all of it) in which I was simply a
spectator as apparendy well formed, carefully paced narratives unfolded.
Laurence was raised in regional Australia during the 1920s, 30s and 40s. A s a
boy, he occasionally sang in local variety performances and, with his brother, developed
interests in music and theatre. After school, he trained and took employment as a high
school music teacher, but remained a devoted theatre goer and amateur performer. It
was this interest in musical and dramatic theatre which eventually led to his fkst dance
'audition' and eventual career change in his late 20s. At this time, the mid 1950s, he
became one of the very few male modern dancers in Australia in one of the equally rare
m o d e m dance companies. H e continued his association with modern/contemporary
dance throughout his life and, at the time of our interview, was still an active m e m b e r of
Australia's theatrical dance community as a teacher and administrator.
N o w in his early 70s, Laurence grew up in Cropley, a small town in regional
Australia. His memories of the town suggest an idyllic simplicity, far removed from the
artistic ckcles he would later inhabit:
Laurence: A wonderful place to live in. Close to the sea. O n the river.
Beautiful mountain. Beautiful, fabulous forests. A lovely
rich country. So you had the advantage of all of that but at
the same time, it was a very simple, very simple town. Sport
mad. Tough times. I w a s born in the late 20s, mid to late
20s, u m , so that it, you know, it w a s going through pretty
bad economic times at that time.
However, perhaps aware that this interview was motivated by m y interest in dance,
Laurence continued his description thus:
Laurence: It w a s certainly no cultural centre. Yet people danced quite a
lot. Dance, ballroom dancing, social dance w a s very big but
then that wasn't just the case with Cropley. That w a s the
case with the whole of Australian society, until television
and so forth knocked all of that on the head. The dance hall
was a busy place and it was the meeting place, I guess. I'm
sure m y parents met at a dance, the same as most people's
parents met at the dance, you know. It w a s the social spot
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and there was, far from there being any stigma about
dancing, it was a good thing and a big thing to be a good, to
have been considered a good dancer and the social
advantages of it were absolutely enormous ... The ball
season was immense, all through the winter there were these
balls. I never knew what it all meant. I can remember as a
kid, is that m y m u m and dad would go to the golf ball and
go to the football ball. I never quite.. I couldn't distinguish
this word 'ball' from (pause) ball! (Michael laughs) But that
was were I started and I became quite a good dancer.
Largely I think because all m y family, on both sides of the
family, particularly on m y mother's side. Her mother and
father were a gorgeous old couple w h o in their day I believe
always led the dances of their period which would have been
the late Victorian and Edwardian dances.
In a number of ways this account is a little unexpected. Unlike Helpmann, for example,
Laurence sees his small town isolation and social conformity as supportive and formative
in the development of his movement skills and tastes. H e remembers it as a 'pretelevision', family-centred way of life in which dance was a central social activity, and
which has been 'knocked on the head' by a modernising world. A n d although his h o m e
town was 'no cultural centre', it was where he 'started'. Rather than antithetical to the
theatrical dance he would later do, he seems to see balkoom dance as afirstand
completely consistent step on his way to becoming a theatrical dancer. With neither
prompting nor hesitation, he went on:
Laurence: Mum was a lovely dancer. Dad was a smooth and easy
mover on the floor. They were not extravagant dancers but
they were easy to watch and they obviously got pleasure
from it and (pause) and there was that act of transformation
that used to excite m e . The w a y you'd just see (pause) in
those days the girls all sat round the edges of the dance floor
and the men, w h o all stood at the door, peering and leering
and preparing themselves for the next dance, would cross
the floor and ask somebody to dance. A n d you'd see them
cross the floor as their ordinary walking selves. A n d then
they'd take the girl in their arms and the music would play
and off they'd go ... and it was something different. It wasn't
walking any more. There was something, could happen that
could transform ordinary things, just moving your legs and
moving you arms, but it had something else. It was saying
something else and it was, it was another thing deserving of
another name and I used to love that and I used to love
watching when the music stopped and the dancing stopped
and then everybody walked back to their seats again.
Normality took over again.
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In writing this commentary, I would often go back to the audio tape and 'relive' the
feeling with which Laurence would linger over phrases such as 'lovely dancer', 'smooth
and easy mover' and 'easy to watch'. H e recalls m o v e m e n t that is 'not extravagant' and
which I visualise as controlled, efficient, lacking ostentation and yet a thing of unhurried
beauty. H e clearly also sees this as 'good dancing', as m o v e m e n t which was adrnked and
celebrated in its social context, and which he imagines was experienced as pleasurable by
the people doing the movement.
His use of the term 'transformation' is also interesting here. It is not simply the
'ordinary' movements of bodies which are transformed in the act of dancing. Laurence
also recalls 'peering and leering' m e n becoming the elegant transporters of w o m e n for a
few brief m o m e n t s before the music stopped. It is as if he senses h o w the context of the
dance calls upon a different kind of gendered performance by the m e n , from sex starved
animals to cultured gentiemen and back again. But his use of the term 'normality'
suggests that he sees the dancing as a magical m o m e n t , as if the music casts a spell over
the dancers, that they have almost no say in the matter, and that thek 'real' selves return
at the end of the dance. In the context of this thesis, this brief story hints at a key
question: w h o are you w h e n you are dancing? Indeed, throughout this interview,
Laurence constandy shifts between suggesting, on the one hand, that the dancing self is
the 'real' self, and, on the other, that the dancing self can betray the 'real' self.
In fact, w e have already seen an example of this. Laurence constructs social
dancing as an integral part of the life of the community in which he lived. It connects the
generations of his family, not only by virtue of thek participation in this form of dance,
but also that they danced in a particular way ('smooth', 'easy', 'not extravagant'). In this
sense, social dancing was a thoroughly 'authentic' practice, a signature of that place and
the people in it. But in the dance hall itself it is a magical, almost civilising event in which
the people are 'transformed' from thek 'normal' everyday selves into something quite
different.
T h e following passage follows immediately on from the one above. Here
Laurence talks about the process by which he learned to dance and, once again, the
'authenticity' of m o v e m e n t seems to be an important theme:
Laurence: A n d the thing w a s that none of us learned dancing. It w a s in
that sort of tribal w a y where you watched as a kid other
people dance and you, a lot of the kids were taken to the
dances and in between the dances they'd slide up and d o w n

165

the floor and run around and have a free for all and then
they'd have to sit d o w n while the adults danced. But w e
were, you learned by seeing what people did and by being
picked up or held by your uncle or your aunt and swung
around and led through the dances. So you learned in the
w a y that I think tribal people learnt this. N o b o d y gives
classes in an Aboriginal community on h o w to dance and
goes through a technical process or any of that kind. But
those kids would have watched and watched and stood
around the back and had a little go at something and then
m a y b e an aunt or an uncle or a grandfather would show
them something. A n d so it gradually happens.
Michael: This's how you learnt?
Laurence: That's how I learnt. And I think that's a lovely way, a lovely
w a y to learn. N o w everybody's taught things. There's hardly
anything that's (pause) not taught. Kids go to lessons on
everything (strong emphasis on 'everything'). A n d
somebody else is telling them. It's not something that you're
working out for yourself or observing or analysing in a
funny sort of subconscious way. A n d certainly not in a
kinaesthetic way, where you imitate it and felt what the
people felt rather than just what the people did, you know.
Laurence seems to be saying that bodily knowledge is socially acquked in subde ways. At
the same time, he appears to be drawing on a discourse which suggests that 'learning by
experience' is superior to explicit instruction (later in the interview he characterises this
as a preference to 'learn from the experience not learn from the laboratory'). This
suggests an important connection with the previous passage in which Laurence talked
about the 'easy' and 'smooth' movements of his parents and grandparents. W h a t
emerges is the construction of a process, marked by heterosexual relations, the presence
of children and supportive family life, in which aesthetically pleasing, 'authentic' bodily
movement is produced. Laurence seems to be saying that he became a dancer, and a
particular kind of dancer, because he 'felt' the movement rather than simply being
shown the steps. T h e movement that he acquked is 'authentic' because it is acquked
through 'normal' (we might say 'naturally occurring') social practice rather than being
artificially imposed.
As a man, his role within this practice seems to have been clear, and there is no
suggestion that dance movement, however acquked, is at odds with 'being a man' in this
social context. Indeed, his recollections 'feel' warm, enclosed within what he portrays as
the security and inter-generational connectedness of family and community. As Laurence

166

indicated in an earlier passage, being a 'good dancer' accrued social advantage,
particularly for men. Certainly, I can imagine h o w knowing that one was widely
considered a 'good dancer' might have gready reduced the anxiety of asking a w o m a n to
dance. But as the following short passage suggests, being a 'good dancer' also meant
prestige for males in a context in which m e n were expected to 'take the lead' in social
life:
Laurence: So I was 13 when the war broke out and the war took the
m e n away and so the w o m e n left in the town, had a, there
was a reduced activity for them, social activity, you know,
for those, for the fact the m e n were gone. But they gradually
got used to using youngsters like m e to dance with. I could
go to dances as a teenager in the town, that I really wouldn't
have had a place in if it had been normal. A n d these w o m e n
were very good dancers. M a n y of them were beautiful
dancers and they'd danced all their lives. A n d I learned a lot
from, from becoming partners to these older w o m e n . So that
was a big advantage. Great advantage. From Cropley, well
first of all there was no high school in Cropley so I had to go
to Newton (a nearby town) High School, travel every day on
the train which was a pretty awful thing during the war
because the trains were so unreliable and so packed with
service m e n and so on. But there were school dances. W e
used to have school dances and again I felt the advantage of
being considered a good dancer at those things. I could have
m e pick of the bunch. A n d it was just one of those things.

Something to feel
To this point, Laurence had mentioned sport in passing on a couple of occasions, and
I asked him about it:
Michael: What was sport, what did sport represent to you? What are
your memories of sport in Cropley as a young person?
Laurence: Well, it was very big. It was the other big unifier, another
big unifier in the whole district. The local football team was
like, they were like national heroes.
Michael: Rugby league?
Laurence: Yes, mm. My dad by that time was no longer playing active
sport but he was the football referee. W e often had to rescue
him (Michael laughs) though after every match as the losing,
the onlookers from the losing team would attack (Laurence
laughs). So w e rescued him on several occasions, but off
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you went to the local park and you watched the local hockey
team and then a big football match. A n d there was cricket. It
was very big and popular. Bowls, tennis.
Michael: And what did you do, Laurence?
Laurence: I was good with bat and ball. I played cricket. I played
tennis. I proved to be a better tennis player than any other
sport. A n d there again because there were males were
missing from the town, I, you know, I had opportunities to
play with people better than myself and to replace adults. So
I got, became really quite a good tennis player.
Michael: What about football?
Laurence: Football, no, no. I wasn't good at it. I loved watching it and
as I said it was part of the ritual of the week, you know,
going to the football and celebrating or lamenting what
happened to the local team. A n d m y father in particular was
so sport crazy, but fond of every kind of sport. Dad was a
good bowler. Golf was another one of m y , m y sports too.
W e lived opposite the golf course. So the golf links at
Cropley became m y , part of the back yard.
Michael: What did you like about watching football?
Laurence: It was always about winning and losing really. That was
what mattered. I don't remember responding, the big thing
was w h o won. [a little later] I was a skinny kid. A really
skinny kid and u m , I wasn't (pause). Contact, (pause) that
kind of contact (pause) I was a good, not a bad athlete. I
could run. I could jump. I could really jump. So they were
the u m (pause) A n d I look back and realise too that a lot of
the sports I preferred, the golf, the tennis, the diving, that
was another one of mine, were all kind of style sports. It
wasn't just brute strength. It was finesse, you know, there
was a right w a y to hold a golf stick. There was a, a right way
to do a back hand. There was a, a right way, there was a foot
work that had to be observed for things to work.
Michael: And that didn't strike you about football?
Laurence: No. No. Not in the same way. Not in the same way. There
were.. I liked sports where there was something to feel while
you were doing it, rather than just the succeeding in doing
something, you know what I'm talking about?
Michael: Hm mm.
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Laurence: Dad was a style, was (pause) so keen a sportsman that he
had gone very thoroughly into everything and w e used to,
what ever his enthusiasm happened to be at the time, w e all
had to do, you know. W h e n dad took up golf, w e all had to
take up golf. A n d w e all had to practice the swing that he'd
learned and so forth. H e taught us what he'd just been
taught. W h e n w e played cricket, when he was a m a d
cricketer w e all, you know, he bowled at us and w e had to
bowl at him and so forth. It was always, he always took
things very seriously. W h e n he took up bowls w e all had to
take up bowls, practice the swing and, there was something
about all of those particular sports I liked best because there
was a, there was a law behind it. In the same way that
dancing had that. Y o u know, there was a lightness. If you
held yourself a certain way, and you held your partner a
certain way, then something could happen that couldn't
happen if you didn't do all of that. The use of the body and
h o w to turn and so forth. They, I liked things that had that
quality rather than things that it was just enough to succeed
in. Knocking somebody over or doing, making the action.
Michael: So did you ever play football?
Laurence: No I never, I did yes! But I wasn't good at it. And I used to
get hurt. I was, every time I fell over or (pause) I was a
skinny kid, you know what I mean. A really, a bit of a, it
took m e years to ever become, have any meat on me. A
really skinny kid. I think your physiology, you know, is a
very big thing. Y o u can only do what your body can (pause)
Michael: Did you want to be good at football though?
Laurence: Never thought of it. I would have liked to for dad's sake.
Dad would have liked m e to have done all the things he was
good at it. But he was pleased that I was good at the things
that I was, that was most essential.
Michael:

So did he show his disappointment though, in terms of
(pause)

Laurence: Um (pause) no he was, it was on, more on the other side. He
was always very pleased when I did something that (pause)
like if I did well in, if I came home with a reasonable score
from the cricket match, you know. I was more aware of his
approval of that sort of thing than disapproval. N o , and, I
was always good enough at what I did for there to be some
pride, I think, from m y parents, you know.
Michael: Excuse if I'm sticking on this point um. The thing with
football, I think, is a really interesting one um.. Did you get
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any disapproval anywhere else because you, because you
weren't
Laurence: (Interrupting) Not good at football?
Michael:

Interested or good at football?

Laurence: N o . I don't remember that at all (long pause) N o (long
pause) Can't think of any particular thing. I w a s fanatical
about m y sport. Really fanatical and quite competent, more
than competent in s o m e and I always considered there was
plenty of choices. Y o u didn't have to do any, there w a s
always enough choices around for m e never to feel that I had
to do anything, single thing in particular.
It is from the beginning of this passage that the tempo of m y conversation with
Laurence changes. T h e flow of his stories n o w begins to be interrupted, at times halted,
by m y probing and his efforts to engage with issues to which he appears to have given
little, if any, previous thought. In particular, it seems that he had always considered
himself a competent sportsperson and was caught somewhat unawares by m y interest in
w h y he had not excelled at rugby league and whether or not this had been viewed
negatively by people around him. For m y part, I had been and remain interested in the
'specialness' of contact sport and its role in the construction of male gender identities
(see Gard & Meyenn, 2000). Therefore, once Laurence alluded to this distinction, m y
motivation was to explore the ways in which he differentiated between contact football
and other sports. A s is obvious from the previous passage, I could clearly be accused of
pushing the conversation in dkections Laurence would probably not have chosen, and it
is in this light that I offer the following comments.
T o begin with, depending on its context, football seems to have 'felt' different.
Like social dancing, football spectatorship is located within a sense of family and
community connectedness. H e sees it as another 'unifier' of people, and he claims to
have 'loved' the 'ritual' of watching his town's team. But unlike dancing, he has m u c h
less to say about the qualities of the m o v e m e n t and what he imagines to be the
experiences of the people doing it. W h e n fkst asked about the appeal of watching the
games, he recalls only the importance of winning or losing. W h e n he eventually does say
something about the spectacle he uses phrases such as 'brute strength' and 'knocking
somebody over'. While 'there was something to feel' in the sports he enjoyed, football
was concerned with 'just the succeeding in doing something'.
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However, w e are not simply dealing with discursively constructed notions of
what constitutes aesthetically appealing m o v e m e n t here. T h e meanings Laurence ascribes
to football seem to connect with his o w n body ('a really skinny kid') and his personal
experience of it ('I used to get hurt'), and, in part, it is to highlight this connection that I
chose to present this section of dialogue in its entirety, rather than as fragmented
excerpts. Harking back to the 'lived/relational body' I conceptualised in Chapter T w o ,
this passage suggests that Laurence possesses certain bodily knowledge about football,
knowledge derived from the act of doing football and not simply a consequence of the
social context in which the experience occurred.2 Thus, part of the analysis of this
passage must include accepting at 'face value' Laurence's sense of danger and
recollection of the physical pain derived from 'doing' football. But as w e have seen, he
does not only talk about football as being painful; he also talks about as lacking
'something to feel'. Together, these descriptions suggest a coming together of the
aesthetic and the embodied. That is, at least part of the reason Laurence describes
football in rather emotionally 'flat' terms is that he experienced it as painful. O f course,
this raises the question of w h y he is not m o r e disparaging about football. N o obvious
answer presents itself in the passage, but Laurence's apparent respect for the g a m e is
probably significant here - he sees it as a 'ritual', an important 'unifier' of the town, and
something that was important to his father.
But what of the activities in which Laurence m e t with success? Listening and
reading back over this passage it is evident that I encouraged Laurence to construct his
achievement in other sports as a kind of compensation for his lack of success at football.
However, these other activities were clearly places in which he was able to 'feel' good
and still do s o m e of the things that boys were meant to do ('I was fanatical about m y
sport. Really fanatical').
Having previously talked about the superiority of learning to dance by watching
and 'feeling', he claims to have enjoyed the 'feel' of sports which he sees as marked by a
strict 'lightness' of technique ('there was a law behind it'). H e recalls being instructed in
the correct swing for bowls and golf by his father w h o in turn had been taught by
someone else. H e then equates the 'law' and 'rightness' of these sports with the
'tightness' of balkoom dancing. Laurence achieves a unification of dance and sport by
invoking the notion of style: 'and I look back and realise too that a lot of the sports I
preferred were all kind of style sports', and 'I liked sports where there was something to
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feel'. O n c e again, the aesthetic ('style') and the embodied ('feel') appear to be strongly
linked. In fact, it does not seem too ambitious to suggest here that Laurence is
constructing a kind of m o v e m e n t aesthetic.
Returning to the central theoretical theme of this thesis, the kreducibility of
bodily experience to discursive meaning, I do not see Laurence's account as 'just' a
discursive reconstruction. This is not to deny that there are discursive elements. For
example, he is clearly aware of the signifying power of football ('I would have liked to
(have been good at football) for dad's sake'), while his description of football as being
simply a matter of 'brute strength' seems a familiar rehearsal of a particular stereotype.
A n d yet the physical pain and injury he sustained in football were enough to convince
him not play, despite his apparent enjoyment of watching the g a m e and the 'national
hero' status of those w h o played it well. M y point here is not to suggest this is a case of
the physical 'deterrnining' the discursive, but rather of the multi-dimensionality of
Laurence's experience.
A similar point can be m a d e about the activities in which he found pleasure.
His deployment of terms such as 'style' and 'feel' capture something of the sense of
one's body moving rhythmically and the 'tightness' w h e n the m o v e m e n t produces the
desked result. A n d yet these words also highlight the inadequacy of discourse to fully
'constitute' this experience — an experience which evokes strong emotion for Laurence
and, indeed, is clearly an important part of his explanation of h o w he became a dancer.

Dangerous dance
Having talked at length about balkoom dancing, I asked Laurence if he had any
recollections about other forms of dance as a young person, particularly ballet.
Michael:

But do you remember having any early picture of dancers or
dancing that stuck out in your mind, that really attracted you
to it? Apart from, w e talked about h o w m u c h fun you had
watching other people dance on the Saturday nights. Is there
anything before that, connected with ballet dancing or
anything like that, that strikes you as an early?

Laurence: (Interrupting) N o . But I did love all the dancing that w e saw
on television, on film. A n d there, w e had a m u c h headier, I
think young people n o w could go to the movies four times a
w e e k and never see anybody dance. Whereas there w a s a
Fred Astaire or a G e n e Kelly thing or a Betty Grable or a, all
of those musicals, they just poured out, typical war time
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fare, you know, to m a k e us all feel a bit happier, back on the
h o m e front. So there was a tremendous amount of dance in
front of us. All the Busby Berkely musicals. Then all of the
funny ones like, you know, Betty Huttons and all of those
w h o were, all kinds of dance. So there were models for us
around all the time. A n d w e saw plenty of them.
Laurence is clearly describing a historical m o m e n t which he sees as different from the
present. But besides the 'amount of dance in front of us', I was curious about the
prominence of male dancers at a time w h e n the 'stigma' about them was supposedly
more pronounced. A little later, w e had the following exchange:
Michael:

W e r e you aware of any feeling or any suggestion that
dancing w a s not something that a m a n would do in your
early years?

Laurence: N o , I guess it was a very, the atmosphere was very healthy
then. I think there are, there have been other times, later
times, w h e n it was a rarer and, and a more extraordinary
thing, but I don't think anybody nowadays can really
conceive just h o w much, for instance, dance w e saw on film.
A n d w e went to the pictures every Saturday, you know.
By merging these various forms of dance, Laurence constructs a narrative which is at
odds with m u c h of the literature I presented in Chapter Four. A s w e saw, it is generally
argued that attitudes towards male dancing have become more rather than less 'healthy',
to use Laurence's phrase. Once again, Laurence returns to what I have called the
'authenticity' of dance as a social phenomena at this time, what he sees as its
embeddedness in 'normal' life. H e seems to be saying 'because w e danced, I danced' and
therefore 'it is w h o w e were, and w h o I am'. But there is surely more to this account
than the 'prevalence' of dance - as if it were simply a matter of having more dance 'role
models'.
Perhaps part of the explanation of the prominence of particular male dancers
and the apparent ease with which m e n were able to dance in Laurence's h o m e town
relates to the sheer public silence around homosexuality at this time. A s w e saw in
Chapters Four and Five, the careers of gay male dancers such as Ted Shawn, Robert
Helpmann and Frederick Ashton seem to have flourished, in part, because of the
'unspeakability' of homosexuality during the 1930s and 1940s. Thus, although public
opprobrium of homosexuality may been severe, those gay people brave enough to lead
relatively public lives often did so by virtue of public discourse's discomfort with the
subject. But as well as 'unspeakable', homosexuality may have also been, to some extent,
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'unthinkableVMark, a 61 year old retired ballet dancer w h o m I also interviewed, claimed
that his rural Australian childhood was spent ignorant of the existence of the word
'homosexual', let alone its meaning. It seems reasonable to suggest that the dance
Laurence did and watched in his relatively isolated h o m e town happened within a
discursive envkonment which simply did not (could not?) associate this form of dancing
with homosexuality.
Bordo's (1999) work also reminds us that m a n y of the male movie stars during
the period Laurence is describing were very different from the likes of Marlon Brando,
James D e a n and Steve M c Q u e e n w h o came to prominence in the 1950s and 1960s. T h e
screwball comedies and musicals of the 1930s and 1940s featured m e n , such as Cary
Grant and Fred Astake, w h o m 'a w o m a n could have fun with' (p. 161). Rather than the
antithesis of middle class femininity represented by the 'macho' screen idols of later
generations, these were m e n , privileged by class, w h o shared m a n y of the interests of
thek female companions. They wined, they dined, they danced and were charming and
witty in conversation. Having fun and getting the gkl was serious business and called for
a m a n of m a n y talents including a refined and elegant presence, not to mention someone
w h o could dance, talk and look fabulous all at the same time! In short, he was 'stylish'.
Bordo argues that the changing shape of gender relations post World W a r II in the West
meant that the 'stylish' m a n of the 1930s musicals and comedies was n o w 'suspect'. Part
of the explanation of this seems to be that homosexuality was n o w more likely to be
named publicly as a moral threat and no longer 'enjoyed' quite the same level of
unspeakability. In passing, it is worth pointing out that this analysis further disrupts the
claim that there has been a linear or progressive softening of attitudes towards male
dancers throughout the 20th century. Certainly, Laurence's suggestion that attitudes
towards dancers like Fred Astake were more 'healthy' (that is, not 'suspect') during his
childhood than they are today does not seem unreasonable.
Whatever the case, these movies and the dancing that happened in them are
important memories for Laurence and, while w e can say little about thek actual
relevance to his later career, they are an important cultural resource in the cumulative
construction of Laurence's identity. With thek emphasis on a certain 'style', they also sit
comfortably with h o w I remember Laurence and the picture of him (his gestures, his
voice, his manner of moving, his choice of words) that I have tried to communicate in
this chapter.
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Laurence finished high school in the mid 1940s and m o v e d to a larger regional
town where he commenced teacherttaining.During his time at teacher's college, two
small all-female touring dance companies visited. O n both occasions,ticketsto the
performances mysteriously arrived for him in the students' internal mail system. H e
never found out w h o was responsible. H e recalls:
Laurence: A n d that w a s the first time I ever really saw people, real
people, up on a stage, not on a screen, w h o obviously had
spent their lives training to do what I saw them do in the
same w a y I w a s training at the college to become a school
teacher. A n d w h o obviously did that and that alone .. as a
preferred w a y of living. A n d that w a s a very strange
realisation. But that w a s a very, a very distinct one. The
ballet company I can remember thinking, 'well, I don't think
this is a very good example of what I'm seeing, you know,
of the style I'm seeing.' I didn't feel that I w a s looking at a
high class version of it but I liked what I thought a good
version might be. I would like to have seen more and the
fact that they were people w h o seriously had m a d e a
decision to do that and had obviously gone through a hell of
a lot of hard work to become that. That really staggered m e .
Really amazed m e .
Despite the hint of a life changing m o m e n t in this story, Laurence completed his training
and enthusiastically joined the teaching profession. According to Laurence, the m e m o r y
of these two companies is significant because it was the fkst time he became aware that
'real people', as opposed to movie stars, could dance for living. A n d although I did not
explore this experience further with Laurence, there is also a hint of the impact of
watching a live performance, the distinctness of watching living, breathing bodies m o v e
in 'special' ways. Again w e have a sense of his interest in something that was not
'normality' and, to use Laurence's earlier phrase, was 'deserving of another name'.
This point raises a central issue and returns us to the question of dance and
subjectivity or, as I stated it above, 'who are you w h e n you are dancing?'. A s W a r d
(1997) shows, a definition of dance has proved extremely problematic for writers on the
subject. T h e dilemma can be stated in the following way: if I walk in to a r o o m with
people in it, what would it take for m e to decide that they were 'dancing' and not
something else? W a r d shows that any individual's answer to this question must rely on a
store of shared knowledge and a general understanding that dance is different from what
happens in 'normal' daily life. O f course, in many ways this is not a particularly helpful
answer, but it does suggest that, at least for Western people, the effect of watching and
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doing dance has something to do with the 'transformation' of bodies, in becoming
something other than our 'normal' selves.3 So w h e n Laurence suggests he derived
pleasure from this spectacle, might it have something to do with the possibilities for
being 'something' or 'someone else' that it implied?
Laurence taught for five years in a capital city and was then posted to a remote

country school for a further three years. All through this time he maintained his inter
in things theatrical, both as a spectator and amateur performer. Finally, determined to
forge some kind of career in the theatre, he left teaching and took whatever work he
couldfind.This included being an assistant stage manager (ASM) at the theatre in which
his brother, w h o by this time was working as a paid actor, was to appear in an upcoming
performance of The Tempest.
Laurence: So my first job was to have the theatre open one Sunday for
auditions for the dancing. There was going to be a lot of
dancing in this Tempest. All the spirits, Iris and Arial and all
of that, they were going to be, oh they were doing big stuff.
A n d it was a (dance company name) dancer w h o was going
to choreograph the thing. So I had the theatre all open and
ready for them and while the audition was on, oh I liked
what I saw. So I got up the back and joined in and I got all
the dancing roles. A n d u m
Michael: (Interrupting) What do you mean by that: you 'got all the
dancing roles'?
Laurence: They chose me to be a dancer in the, and to dance. So I
didn't have to A S M any more.
So at 27 Laurence danced professionally for the fkst time. As he tells it, one of the
performances was seen by the director of a leading modern dance company of this
period and, on the strength of this, invited him to a class at the company's studio.
Laurence: So I thought 'mm, well maybe'. I was 27 by the way at this
time which is very late to start a career. So I decided I would
go. A n d another of the actors was going to come with m e . I
wouldn't have gone alone. But he didn't turn up, the bugger.
A n d I walked into the studio and was told to get dressed.
A n d I kept saying 'I'm waiting for somebody'. 'No, no. Get
changed we're about to start.' So I, he did not turn up the
bugger, and so that first class, not only was I alone, but I
was of course the only male in the class, older by far than
anybody. A n d that's w h e n Ifirst,it hit m e just what there
was to dancing. It was all luck for m e so far, you know. It
was just a kind of a natural capacity and talent. Nothing that
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I could be proud of. It was just there. But, that wasn't going
to be m u c h use to m e I could see if I wanted to get very far
in the game. So it was a terrible night. I was deflated. I was
brought back to reality.
Michael: Because all of a sudden you had all this to learn? You were
no longer the best of the crop?
Laurence: I was the worst of the crop. (Michael laughs) I hated my
clumsiness. I hated m y lack of co-ordination. I had real
trouble, technically I faced m y limits, you know, every
second of the class. A n d I was clumsy and self conscious
and (pause) I fell over once and knocked two or three girls
over (Laurence laughs). Y o u k n o w it was all of that.
Terrible. Really terrible. A n d I thought 'well that's the end
of that'. But at the end of a week I found myself still
thinking back to it and I got past the m e m o r y of all the bad
things and just remembered, you know, a couple of the
things that w e did that felt all right. So I thought 'well I
don't care if that friend of mine w h o didn't turn up before,
doesn't turn up. I'll go back and I'll have another one.'
Michael: So there was something in the movements that you found
pleasurable?
Laurence: Oh yes. There was.
Michael: Even though you were struggling?
Laurence: Oh I was struggling, but there was, there was. And just
watching what could be done, you know. The studio was
such a small room and if you were going to say the 7 o'clock
class, then you arrived and went in to change (pause) into
the studio where already the 6 o'clock class was working,
you know. A n d so you, you saw people in the class before
you, you know, and then you, so I saw some really nice
things happening in those classes. That even if I hadn't felt it
myself, I saw, 'Oh I'd love to be able to do that.' So I went
back the second week, and I was still terrible but I knew
h o w to deal with it a bit better, you know.
Laurence remembers that by the end of the second class he had decided to persevere.
H e found work as a balkoom dance teacher and set about 'catching up'. But given what
he says was the acute discomfort of these fkst classes, why did he continue? N o
straightforward answer to this question emerges from this interview, but there are some
clues. Laurence had taken thefinanciallyuncertain decision to resign from teaching
because he wanted to work in the theatre. The prospect of joining a well known dance
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company might well have seemed an exciting and fortunate opportunity, and one with a
reasonable chance of success given the severe dearth of male dancers. Also, the spectacle
of theatrical dancing seems to have appealed to Laurence ('oh I liked what I saw', 'I saw
some really nice things happening', 'I'd love to be able to do that'), just as it had w h e n he
fkst saw the two all female companies at teacher's college. Therefore, given the data, I
think w e can at least make some calculated guesses about w h y he became 'invested' in
this m o v e m e n t form. Fkst, Laurence associated this form of dance with the glamour and
prestige of theatrical life he so coveted. Second, it seems to have represented another
kind of 'transformation' from the 'normal' which had captivated him while watching
balkoom dance as a child. T h k d and related to this point, virtually all the theatrical dance
(as opposed to the stage dancing of film musicals) he had seen to this m o m e n t had been
done by w o m e n . Here I a m reminded of Helpmann's and Ashton's celebration of the
grace and highly feminine aesthetic appeal of A n n a Pavlova. Whatever w e might say
about the pleasure these m e n derived from watching particular w o m e n dance, it cannot
be said that they were enjoying m o v e m e n t which conformed to stereotypically male
norms of embodiment. In fact, the opposite seems to be true. Therefore, I want to
suggest that theatrical dance offered these m e n what they saw as opportunities to
transcend the 'normal' ways they, as m e n , were expected to use thek bodies. This does
not m e a n that they wanted to be or m o v e like w o m e n , a point Laurence makes amply
clear in subsequent passages. But in straightforward terms, dance offered them the
chance to 'be someone else' and to experience thek bodies in n e w ways. In one sense,
this is a highly speculative analysis since Laurence does not actually say this. But in
another, it is scarcely contestable and returns us to the issue of material bodily
experience. There are probably a number of reasons Laurence wanted to work in theatre,
but this passage shows that an important part of his motivation was the dance itself; he
wanted to do the m o v e m e n t he saw.
For Laurence (and for some of the other dancers I spoke to) this seems to have
posed the problem of reconciling the potentially disruptive 'someone else' with his o w n
sense of self. A s w e saw in the previous chapter, this was an ambivalence which
Helpmann also described in interviews (Robinson, 1986), but not one that he felt able to
resolve neady. Laurence's orientation to this tension is somewhat more forthright and
was, as w e are about to see, an important element in thefinalphase of our conversation.
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Forreasons I have akeady discussed, I was not primarily interested in the
biographical particulars of m y research participants' careers. In conducting and analysing
the interviews, I used talk about the events in people's lives as backgrounds for thek
feelings and for the ways they talked about themselves. In the case of my interview with
Laurence, it had taken most of the time that he could spend with m e to reach the point
at which his professional career had begun. A s the passages below indicate, he then
began to reflect on his position as a relatively mature male with no modern dance
ttaining in an all (mosdy younger) female envkonment. I decided to listen and discuss
these reflections with him rather than attempting to find out more about his progression
from a novice to a prominent artist.
Laurence considers being a 'late starter' to have been both a disadvantage and
an advantage. H e had given up the financial security of school teaching and, at this point
in his life, was working long,tiringhours as a balkoom dance instructor during the day
and the evening, usuallyfittingclasses at the dance company in between. But he also sees
himself as having acquked certain positive qualities as a result.
Laurence: It taught me to love other people who were mature beginners
and I think one of the best things I've done is to have
become the kind of teacher w h o looked after people w h o
like m e came into it very late. But took them as seriously as
anyone else. A n d probably understood what they were going
through. So I've always been good at that. A n d some of the
best dancers in the country and some of the best dancers I
k n o w are people I taught w h o didn't start till their 20s. A n d
there were very few male teachers around so it's been
terrific to have helped and to attract, you know, male
students. I've had classes where the m e n out numbered by
far the girls in the class. A n d by trying to find the kind of
dance that males could feel safe in.
Michael: What does that mean, 'being safe'?
Laurence: Safe, well, there are so many kinds of dance that it's hard
for, for instance, for a lot of m e n due, not so m u c h to their
o w n preferences but I think the prejudices that exist to go to
a classical class w h e n they're 23, you know. W h e n they're
strong enough and they're mature enough to think T want to
do something. I really want to do some dancing' you know.
'But where do I go and what do I learn?' A n d I developed a
dance style called 'primitive dance' which was like an Afro
style that m e n felt very safe in. Safe because first of all, it
would attract other m e n to the course and class. It's no fun,
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let m e tell you being the only m a n in female classes. It's not
only dangerous, but it's lonely and, and it is dangerous. I use
that word well. I can remember one night in the [company
name] studio, the only m a n and by this time being included
in the company classes, you know, I'd gotten past the
preliminary things. A n d I was reaching that point w h e n I,
m y self consciousness was gone. I felt I was in the right
place, doing the right thing and I was loving what I was
feeling. There was only one mirror on the wall in the little
[company name] studio, appallingly placed if you wanted it
to be of any use to people. It was sort of over in a corner.
A n d you never ever, the [company name] classes didn't all
face the same way, you know, like most classes, everybody
lines up. She always had us in circles and w e would often
m o v e around the class in circles. So you'd pass this mirror,
and occasionally you'd get a glimpse of yourself. A n d I can
remember one night in the middle of some progression, I've
no idea what w e were doing but it felt wonderful. A n d you
k n o w you can get a glance sometimes in a store which's got
lots of mirrors or something and you see yourself without
knowing it was you. Have you ever had that experience?
A n d your recognition of yourself comes after you have
actually seen, the reality, you know. A n d you don't see what
you expect to see or (pause) and I saw this great long skinny
thing going past the mirror, looking dangerously like all the
w o m e n in the class (pause) before I really knew that it was
me. That was m e ! M y only examples for the dance were the
lady teacher and the lady class members. A n d I got a really
terrible shock, because I was seeing I was getting better and
better at being like all the others. A n d I had to think 'hrnm.
You'll have to do some translating here. You'll have to find
the male version of what's going on here.' But if I had
missed that thing on the wall, that would've have been an
appalling, it was a really wonderful thing to have happen. To
have seen m e developing mannerisms that were m u c h more
typical of the girls and this was w h y a lot of m e n get
drowned in a female class. A n d naturally if you're a teacher
you teach the majority. Y o u don't teach the one exception
when there are another 20 odd people there. A n d not m a n y
female teachers have an understanding of the difference
between male and female.
Michael: What are they?
Laurence: In some cases it's, say in the classical style, it's not very
different, except that what you must, there must be a power
and a strength and a maleness expressed through the thing
that (pause). But on the technical side apart from the, the
fact the boys you expect to jump higher and to spin faster,
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the lines and the placements are almost exactly the same.
But in the contemporary and in the jazz thing, there's a
dynamic more than a technical adjustment, you know.
Michael: Mm.
Laurence: It's the dynamic rather than the position for instance. And
then there's, since so m u c h of dance is based on stylised
gesture. If you're too clever at being beautifully pretty and
elegant, there are m a n y more things to be expressed for, by
the m a n than lyricism and elegance, you know. So to teach
the, you know, the, the content of things is the big thing, not
just the externals. So (pause) what was I up to? I'm
wandering all over the place.
Michael: So, I'm interested in why you saw this (pause) this sort of
dancer you were becoming as being dangerous.
Laurence: Mm. Well I was trying to be a 'me' dancer, not a 'them'
dancer. I think the most exciting quality you'll ever have as
a performer is your specialness. Y o u know, your (emphasis
on 'your'). Your person [unclear]. A n d w h e n that gets lost
as it often does in dance, as you hand yourself over to the
technique, the first thing that disappears in m a n y cases is
that individuality. That specialness.
The fkst part of this passage reveals Laurence once again in comfortable territory. His
account of his empathy for mature, particularly male, dancers and his development of
techniques for them is described confidendy, and the 'rnkror story' unfolds with
customary ease. But the flow of this story is interrupted w h e n I ask him what he means
by 'the difference between male and female'. Instead of talking about m e n and w o m e n ,
his reply moves to the technical requkements of ballet and contemporary dance. Even
then, he devotes m u c h of his answer to describing sknilariti.es rather than differences.
W h e n he does mention difference, he speaks of having to make 'technical' 'adjustments'
rather than, say, a set of innate male qualities. Flowing accounts of the way movement is
'felt' have given way to less comfortable references to the way the movement looks
('jump higher', 'spin faster', 'lines and the placements'). Uncharacteristically, his answer

to this question trails hesitandy off into 'So ... what was I up to? I'm wandering all
the place'. In short, an initially strong assertion of essential difference is replaced by a
tentative ambivalence.
This analysis is not designed to point out any shortcoming on Laurence's part.
What I am suggesting is that the passage exemplifies the way in which a gendered

181

identity is discursively constructed and, in particular, through the deployment of the
notion of difference. Indeed, what his or someone else's 'specialness' might be is not
resolved by the end of the passage, except that it is something which others do not have.
A little later in the interview, Laurence talks in more detail about the kind of
dance he saw as appropriate for a m a n and, presumably, for him.
Laurence: There were parts for, for men, but the girls used to play the
male roles. W h e n she (the company's choreographer) did
start with m e , giving m e solos and things, they were not like
any of the women's dances at all. They were very strong.
Very strong, (pause) Very strong (emphasis on 'very'). The
first thing w a s a ceremonial spear dance, I remember. The
next one w a s a marvellous solo about a heretic and
somebody w h o couldn't accept beliefs and so forth but
nearly gets caught up in it. A really lovely psychological
thing. Unlike all the other male, all the other dances that she
w a s creating for the girls. But in any case I k n e w what I did
not want to become, what I could easily have become any
more than loved to see any m a n dancing indistinguishable
from a w o m a n . A n d this applies to any kind of dance and,
whether you're a ballroom dancer or not, it's this male and
female thing, that's really behind it all. If you went, go back
to dance far enough, you c o m e to s o m e very strong stuff.
Once again, what seems to be paramount is that the male dancer does things with his
body which marks him as different from the female ('I knew what I did not want to
become'). A s with his choice of the word Afro' to describe the dance style he
developed, Laurence seems also to be locating this difference firmly in our primordial
past ('go back to dance far enough').
If the exact substance of a person's 'specialness' is difficult to pin down in
Laurence's account, it is perhaps not surprising that 'it' is also so clearly at 'risk'. In
discussing his experiences in the modern dance studio, Laurence has m o v e d us into a
new m o v e m e n t context, one with apparendy different conventions and radically
different criteria for deciding what constitutes 'good' and appropriate dancing. Indeed,
the contrast between Laurence's memories of the ballroom and stage dancing he enjoyed
so m u c h and the world of the studio could hardly be more stark. T h e 'safety' of the
community dances, where one learnt by watching and 'having a go', has n o w been
replaced by the 'danger' of being 'drowned'. W e might recall his preference for learning
balkoom dance 'by experience' and his contention that this form of movement was best
acquked through a kind of 'tribal' osmosis. However, in the studio this form of learning
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places the male dancer at risk of losing what is distinctively his. Thus, for Laurence, the
studio calls for a very particular, gender specific m o v e m e n t pedagogy. In fact, Laurence
claims to have devised a 'curriculum' which explicidy protects male dancers from being
'drowned'. Here Laurence deploys the familiar discursive combination of strongly
asserting essential sex difference on the one hand, and a masculinity which requkes
vigilant nurturing lest it become indistinguishable from the feminine on the other.
But within this passage w e are also witness to the complex and emotional work
of 'self-production'. Here, the existence and preservation of 'me-ness' is a central theme
in Laurence's recollections even though a clear articulation of its substance is elusive. In
the 'mirror story' it is hard not to be struck by the emotion with which Laurence
describes his discovery that he was beginning to look like the female dancers. In
particular, there is a sense that dance is 'dangerous' precisely because it can feel so good
('I felt I was in therightplace, doing therightthing and I was loving what I was feeling',
'I've no idea what w e were doing but it felt wonderful'). In straightforward terms, this is
a telling statement because it suggests that dance has the power to betray the 'authentic'
self. That is, unless w e have our wits about us, w e could find ourselves dancing in a way
which is not ourselves. Thus, exquisite pleasure becomes 'terrible shock' w h e n he
realises that he is becoming 'like all the w o m e n in the class' and not w h o he considers
himself to be.
O n another level, however, the story shows that it is not possible to talk about
bodily pleasure outside of a particular social context. T h e pleasure Laurence got from
this form of dancing seems to have been tighdy connected with discourses of essential
sex difference and his o w n understandings of w h o he is. In the same way, w e must also
think of the aesthetic dimension, or what counts as good male dancing, as tied to
understandings about the 'authentic male' and not, as people w h o write about dance
often say, a transcendent thing and a timeless beauty which w e unmistakably k n o w w h e n
w e see it.

Conclusion
Taken as a whole, Laurence's stories remind us that physical activity is felt as well as
discursively understood, although, as I have stressed, w e cannot think of either
dimension as existing without the other. At times his investments in various m o v e m e n t
forms were supported by his bodily capacities and at other times they were not.
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Extending T h o m a s ' (1995) point about dance, these stories suggest that all forms of
bodily m o v e m e n t are 'reflexive' and 'inhere sets of emergent meanings'. However,
nowhere is this point m o r e clearly evident than in Laurence's 'rnkror story'. I certainly
would not want to argue that, having caught sight of himself in the rnkror, Laurence
moved from a non-discursive to a discursively mediated 'space'. But whatever w e might
say about this story, it does suggest that this particular experience of doing dance
subverted, if only for a m o m e n t , Laurence's o w n understandings of what a male dancer
should look like. If w e accept his judgement that he was dancing 'like all the w o m e n in
the class', the story shows us that 'who' one is, can change from m o m e n t to m o m e n t and
is mediated through bodily sensation and emotion. Thus, it also highlights the discursive
contingency of an 'authentic self, particularly since Laurence clearly feels that it cannot
be guaranteed through the things w e do with our body.
But to say 'contingency' is not to imply randomness. There was m u c h about m y
encounter with Laurence which consistendy cohered around notions of 'style', 'feeling',
and 'ease' of movement. Returning to Brah's (1996) definitions of subjectivity and
identity, Laurence has acquked certain 'patterns' of talking and moving which are
recognisable and discernible in the kinds of stories he tells, and not just the words he
uses to tell them. This pattern is, in a sense, a kind of 'authenticity', although it is almost
certainly not what Laurence is referring to w h e n he talks about his 'specialness'. Whereas
'specialness' implies a pre-given and unchanging set of qualities, the 'pattern' of
Laurence's embodied identity that I a m pointing to is the product of a process of self
production which draws on actual past events and bodily experiences, and is 'enunciated'
as Laurence's T .
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Chapter Seven
A ballet boy
For a number of the men I interviewed, becoming a dancer is, in a sense, a story without
a beginning. Here I a m talking about those dancers w h o , like Steven in the story book,
were attracted to dance at a very young age. Understandably, they were reluctant to
speculate about the reasons which led them asking to go to dance classes. O n e dancer
said to m e , 'I'd like to say there was a life changing m o m e n t , but there wasn't'. A s many
parents know, it is c o m m o n for children to express sudden enthusiasm for a particular
hobby or career, only to just as suddenly lose interest and m o v e on to something else. So
although w e might think of dance as a relatively unusual career choice for a male, there is
clearly no reason w h y the events leading up to this choice should necessarily be as
marked as they were in Laurence's account. Indeed, some participants said that our
conversation was thefirsttime they had stopped to consider thek reasons for choosing
dance.
O f course, this does not mean that these kinds of accounts are any less valuable
or iUurninating. In the case study described in this chapter, a very strong sense of 'what
does it m e a n to be a dancer', rather than 'how did I become a dancer', emerges. Thus,
although a number of engaging stories emerge, w e might say that this case study
addresses the question 'who are you' somewhat more explicidy than the question 'how
did you c o m e to be w h o you are?'.

An 'authentic* choice
M y interview with Neil began with talk about his family and his h o m e town in regional
Australia.
Neil:

M y mother's father, he was British. They'd c o m e over from
England just after m y mother was born during the
Depression. A n d I suppose they (the rest of Neil's family)
regarded him as cultured because he read a lot and he
listened to music. Not the sort of things that good old
farming people tend to do. A n d he had actually left some
records with m y , with m y mother and one of those was a
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very old copy of Swan Lake and it had a sort of bad painting
on the cover of one of the old sort of Covent Garden
productions. A n d I remember dragging our record player out
into the backyard with about three extension cords. (Michael
laughs) A n d it was one of those record players where the lid
flips up to become the speaker, like a m o n o record player,
putting on Swan Lake or putting on this, this music that was
apparently called Swan Lake and trying to be the people on
the cover. A n d like
Michael:
(Interrupting)
How old are we talking?
Neil: four, five. You know, I mean very young and I don't
Well,
ever remember having any exposure to dance other than
that. Like this was the first image that I remember. W e
didn't have T V until probably the early seventies. So I
hadn't seen any dance on T V . I read a lot and I think once I
started to realise that there was this thing called ballet, and,
you know, people did it and you could then learn it. A s soon
as I found out there was someone in town w h o actually
taught you to dance, I bugged m y parents, and bugged them
and bugged them until they eventually let m e start and I was
sort of six not quite seven.
Really?
Michael:
Neil: so it's one of those things. I have no idea where it
Yeah,
came from, you know, where the attraction of it came from,
or w h y I wanted to do it. A n d it really is one of those early
memories.
As this passage suggests, Neil, like Laurence, grew up in regional Australia. H e was born
into a middle class white family during the mid 1960s and was the youngest of seven
children. H e started going to ballet class as a six year old boy and, apart from a period
immediately following school, has trained and performed since then. In fact, there seems
to have been no stage at which he seriously considered giving it up, nor a particular
moment in which he committed himself to it. It has simply always been there.
However, having grown up in country towns in the same Australian state as
Neil, I wondered about the repercussions of a boy deciding to do ballet in this context.
Michael: So how did your family react to you pestering them to go to
dance classes?
Neil: Um, brilliantly. I mean, I think I was incredibly lucky. I
think being the youngest of seven I was sort of very lucky
too because we're a very diverse family. We've gone off in
lots of different directions and there's a sort of widespread
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of ages. M y elder sisters are twenty years older than m e . So
by the time I was, sort of, hassling to dance w e already had,
you know, one sister had gone into, into pre-school teaching.
A brother had gone (phone rings)
Michael: (Shortly after) You were saying how your family, your
brothers and sisters had gone into different areas.
Neil: Yeah. Yeah. Really diverse things. My parents had never
actually stood in the w a y of any of us doing what w e wanted
to do. They were actually really supportive, and their logic
w h e n I started hassling about dancing was, you k n o w let m e
do it and if I enjoyed it I'd stay. If I didn't I'd get out. They
weren't particularly sort of worried about it at all. They
didn't (pause)
Michael: So your mother and father didn't have concerns that this
wasn't something for little Neil to do?
Neil: They may have had, but I think I was so persistent in saying
that I wanted to do it, that they realised that there was
something there, you know, and that I wasn't going to let up
until they actually let m e try it. A n d I think it's just luck too,
you know. O n e of the things that counted in m y favour was,
I remember m y mother always talking about, w h e n she came
through high school, her parents really encouraged her to go
right through to senior which was really unusual for a
w o m a n at that time before the second world war. But they'd
sort of said 'look, you should do this' and she'd wanted to
do it and they encouraged her to do it. A n d I think that sense
of being allowed to do what she wanted to do, and being
able to do what she wanted to do to the fullest, was
something that really m a d e her very open to being
encouraging to us as well.
Clearly, I assumed from the start that there was a story to tell about a boy choosing to do
ballet in an Australian country town. Neil seems to have understood m y motivation
when he says that his parents reacted 'brilliandy' and that he was 'incredibly lucky',
indicating that he also believed that it could easily have been otherwise. At the end of his
first answer, I ask the question again, almost suggesting disbelief on m y part. However,
m y restatement of the question, using the phrase 'little Neil', also indicates something
else. By this early stage of the interview I had decided that I liked Neil. I had decided

that he was gay because of the way he spoke, the pictures of men on the walls of his flat
and the S&M harness hanging above his bed. His replies to my questions were
thoughtful and witty and he seemed to share m y interest in the issues w e discussed. In
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short, as the interview progressed, I began to call upon a particular embodied (including
use of voice and choice of words) performance of m y own. O n reflection, I see it as a
performance in which I attempt to indicate h o w 'ok' I a m in the company of gay men. In
sharp contrast to my interview with Laurence, my approach became 'chatty' and
informal, at times borrowing from what I understand1 as the self-deprecating, 'camp'
humour used by some gay men. Therefore, m y restating of the question about his
parents' reaction to 'little Neil' dancing is, on one level, a 'clarification' question. But it is
also an indication of the degree to which the 'interview' had, for m e , become a
'conversation' and that a particular kind of interaction was taking place. It is impossible
to k n o w exacdy to what extent Neil 'bought' this performance, or indeed whether it was
important for him to consider m e 'ok', but he does seem to have 'taken up' m y
suggestion that there is a story to tell about a boy choosing to do ballet.
H e then moves into a narrative about the kind of family he grew up in, his
open-minded parents and, particularly, a mother w h o had flouted convention by staying
at school. Whereas I had found Laurence somewhat reticent to talk about his mother's
influence, Neil extends his account of his family by talking explicidy about its w o m e n .
Michael: I get the impression that within your family there weren't, I
m e a n there was a bit of fluidity between say, what boys and
girls did.
Neil: Oh yeah. Very much, very much I think. Partly because I
think I regard the family that I grew up in as being one of
very strong w o m e n . Not that the m e n aren't strong but the
w o m e n were by far the dominant personalities. I m e a n m y
father had been badly injured so m y mother went back to
work, so I grew up with m y mother working, and with m y
mother being in apparent control of the family. Four sisters
and two brothers and the four sisters are all very, very, not
domineering, but just, they're forceful w o m e n , you know.
They were always encouraged to speak their minds. Even
m y grandparents, I remember far more m y grandmothers
than m y grandfathers because they were just more assertive
h u m a n beings and so I think it wasn't a case of anyone being
aware that people were doing things that weren't necessarily
masculine or feminine, it was more a case of the w o m e n did
what they d a m n well wanted and that freed up the guys to do
what they wanted too.
Michael: Sure.
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Neil:

A n d I think it was just, with the, myself and m y two
brothers, they've tended to do sort of m u c h more
traditionally masculine things, you know, but I think that
definitely m a d e it easier for m e too.

There is relish in Neil's voice and choice of words here ('the w o m e n did what they damn
well wanted'). H e seems to be not simply pointing to the ways in which the w o m e n in

his family helped to ameliorate the stigma of doing ballet. He seems also to be sketching
out a progressive and single minded personal politic which pervaded his family. Indeed,
there are fakly obvious signs that Neil is constructing an explanation of his past which is
informed by feminist and, as w e will see later, quite sophisticated acadermc-feminist and
queer theories about gender and sexuality.
In the following passage Neil talks about being the only male amongst
hundreds of gkls at ballet class. Rather than talking about having to justify his presence
to others or himself, he sees it as a non-issue, not because others thought it was normal
(there is obviously no way of knowing whether or not this was so), but because he claims
to have never stopped to question his actions.
Michael: So, were you in any way aware that this was an unusual
choice for a young m a n ?
Neil: Um (pause) no. I mean I think (pause)
Michael: Was it unproblematic?
Neil: I'm not aware of when I first realised that dance was
regarded as something that boys don't do, because I think it
was m a d e so easy for m e to go into dancing. A n d even
through, I mean, all the w a y through m y sort of formal
dance training at ballet school, there were no other boys that
learnt, until right at the very end there were a couple of other
(pause)
Michael: This is in Chadston (Neil's home town).
Neil: In Chadston yeah. There were a couple of other (pause)
Michael: So you were the only boy there?
Neil: Yeah, I was the only boy in the school and that didn't worry
m e at all. Y o u know, I didn't think there was anything
unusual about that. I just thought none of the other boys
wanted to. I didn't realise that it was actually something that
you shouldn't do. I can honestly say that there was never
actually a point where I thought, 'oh, this is a really risky
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thing', or 'this is an unusual thing'. It was what I wanted to
do and so I just did it.
What emerges is a particular kind of explanation; an explanation which, in the final part

of this passage, implies that it is the 'real' Neil who is acting here ('it was what I
to do and so I just did it'). That is, for Neil, there is a strong sense that dancing
'authentic' and important part of 'who he is'; things happened because of 'who he is'

rather than the other way around. But his account is also a story which takes on a cer
shape partly through the absence of certain ingredients. Neil and I both assumed that
boy choosing to do ballet in a country town might be expected to meet with some level

of disapproval. Neil explains the absence of disapproval through another story, that o

the progressive nature his family, and particularly its women ('because I think it wa
made so easy for me to go into dancing'). The result is a coming together of dance,

politics and the 'authenticity' of his life's course and, ultimately, a story which se
'feel' right.

The 'feel' of control
Having listened to other dancers such as Laurence talk about the 'feel' of doing dance, I
asked Neil to talk about his early ballet experiences.
Michael: Do you have any sense of what it was about the cover of the
album, the S w a n Lake album that got you in?
Neil: Um (pause). I mean
Michael: (Interrupting) Did you identify, sorry go on.
Neil: I was just saying, it was just such a cliched image. You
know, I wish it had been a more (pause) exotic image, but it
was like real painting on velvet type stuff, you k n o w so it's a
bit sort of, it's a bit embarrassing to actually think that, you
know, that that's what drew m e in. A n d I don't think, it
wasn't particularly, it didn't look glamorous. It wasn't a
particularly magical picture, it was a really dregsy run of the
mill Covent Garden bad set, sort of picture. So I think
(pause)
Michael: Do you remember, yeah go on.
Neil: Maybe something about the stage, do you know what I
mean, it was something about performing.
Michael: Mm.
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Neil:

U m (pause)

Michael:

Can you remember anything, whether it was a picture of,
was it a pas de deux picture?

Neil: Oh, it was, you know, your standard corps with the, the
main couple in the middle, you k n o w the (pause)
Michael: Do you remember identifying with the man or the woman?
Neil: I mean I knew the guy was a guy and I knew that, I mean in,
in some of the stuff that I was trying to do, I wasn't
specifically trying to ape what he was doing on the cover. It
was what any of them were doing you know. It was sort of
like, they're all in there together you know, so (pause) A n d I
don't k n o w h o w I actually managed to imitate it because
they were all still. Y o u know, it wasn't like it gave m e any
sense of them dancing, you know, (both laugh) So it was all
about poses but yeah, I still managed to get, I think there
was something about the music too. The connection of that
image to the music and I loved that music so m u c h which
was, I suppose, the other, you know, sort of strange thing
w h e n you're a kid. Everyone else is sort of starting to listen
to popular music and I was getting off on S w a n Lake and
you k n o w the
Michael: (Interrupting) And Tchaikovski.
Neil: Well yeah, Tchaikovski. And you know, and, and buying
cassettes, classical cassettes. That was the music that I sort
of had. Y o u know, and I loved the, loved the music very
m u c h and so think I made the connection between, there was
something about this beautiful music and this picture, this
image on the stage.
Once again, m y research agenda is evident here, and Neil begins his answer by
describing the ballet image itself rather than the more difficult (impossible?) one I have
posed about his original reaction to it. In thefirstpart of the passage, Neil searches
around for an explanation ('I wish I knew, I wish I knew.'). However, it is in the course
of the conversation that is unfolding between us that different explanations emerge. His
references to the music ('I loved that music so much') and the balletic poses of the

dancers seem to indicate a more satisfactory (for him), 'final' answer to the problem.
recalls the bodily pleasure of listening to music that 'moves' him. This is not to imagine
that Neil has transported himself back to the time when he was six years old and come
back with the 'truth' about the experiences w e are discussing. But he does seem to be
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calling upon pleasures that are still powerful for him now, even though, as w e will see, he
never became a professional ballet dancer and has lost m u c h of his affection for ballet.
M y point here is that even though Neil's account is retrospective, it is still embodied.
The activity of talking about one's past is not simply an exercise in constructing n e w
narratives out of the threads of incomplete memories. It is also about being an embodied
person, occupying a space with an/other person/people, 'inhabiting' the words that w e
use and, in a sense, finding the version of the past that 'feels'right.This seems equally
true in the next passage where, once again, I ask a far from straightforward question.
Michael:

A n d h o w did the physical movements, h o w did they appeal
to you, h o w did they m a k e you feel? D o you remember
(pause)

Neil:

I loved the discipline of it, being able to actually repeat
something until you got it right. I really enjoyed the effort
and moving towards effortlessness. That sort of feeling of
something being incredibly hard and then actually being
able to feel yourself get to a point where it wasn't hard. A n d
I think there w a s a sense too like I could feel that I w a s good
at it and I don't m e a n that I w a s terrific at it, but it, it really
did feel like something that I could do and do well.

In Chapter T w o I discussed m y interest in what I called the 'trace of the specificity of
bodily experience'. W e can only guess what the original experience was like for Neil,
since to do so would m e a n inhabiting Neil's body, indeed 'being Neil', at the particular
historical m o m e n t s he is remembering. This is also true for Neil, w h o is n o w talking
about these moments, rather than actually living them. Therefore, his account must be
seen as an imperfect reconstruction. But it has a particular meaning for Neil because he was
there. In this sense, I a m granting the story a degree of 'artefactualky'. In a somewhat less
complex usage of the term to Burkitt (1999), I employ the term artefact here simply to
describe something which 'remains'. It is by n o means the original thing itself (in this
case, the experience) and w e can say little about the degree to which it resembles the
original thing. Rather, m y motivation for using the term is to reject the view that sees
Neil's account as a spontaneous construction without roots in actual past events. Indeed,
while I have stated that I reject the notion of a pre-formed, essential self which precedes
its articulation in conversation, I also reject the opposite view; that subjects are
constructed from scratch each time they speak.
At the same time, this preserves the importance of an analysis of the social
factors which m a y have structured the experiences and the stories told about them. For
192

example, N e k s account strongly suggests that pleasure is derived from his proficiency at
ballet ('it really did feel like something that I could do and do well') and the control he
achieved over his o w n

body

('I loved the discipline of it', 'moving towards

effortlessness'). Neither proficiency nor control signify anything intrinsic about
individual states of being or motion, and only acquke meaning because they imply a
certain utility for the moving body. Other people were necessary to evaluate his success
or otherwise as a student of ballet technique, to s h o w their pleasure at what he could do
and, in short, to 'incite' h i m to invest himself in this m o v e m e n t discipline. Drawing from
m y discussion in Chapter Four about what constitutes 'good' male dancing, only certain
kinds of highly gendered bodily performances would have produced positive responses
in his ballet teachers and others w h o saw him dance. So while Neil's account is explicidy
about what w e might call individual 'kinaesthetic pleasure', it is a pleasure which cannot
be separated from its location within strict technical ballet codes and the fact that these
needed to be taught and assessed. W e should not forget that the underlying principle
that ballet technique seeks to e m b o d y is precisely that m o v e m e n t should give die
impression of effortlessness and that this can only be achieved through exhaustive
practice and rigid attention to the rules. It is surely significant that the freedom implied
by 'effortlessness' is coupled with the almost antithetical notion of 'discipline', a term
which reminds us that he was moving within clearly defined boundaries. Therefore,
while not wanting to reduce Neil's experience to its social location, w e can also never
separate experience from location. Instead, w e must see his experience as multidimensional.
After m y interview with Neil, he showed m e a picture of himself as an eight
year old boy. With self deprecating humour, Neil described the picture as 'pathetic'. H e
is in full ballet attire, his long 1970s style hak is carefully and neady combed. H e is
standing next to a young ballerina w h o , apparendy older and taller, has been m a d e to
look shorter than Neil by bending her knees and hunching forward slighdy. Part of the
reason Neil describes the picture as 'pathetic' is because it shows him totally immersed in
the conventions of ballet which, n o w as a politically aware gay artist, he strongly rejects.
But the picture reminds us that even though he does not recall feeling out of place as the
only male, he was still a male, and that success and feelings of 'effortlessness' were
achieved by conforming to a highly gendered set of practices. A t the same time these
experiences are neither 'trivial' nor pure discursive constructions. Fkst, it was not at all
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inevitable that his body would prove amenable to the techniques of ballet. Second, the
pleasure he felt in being recognised as successful was experienced emotionally, on his
body, and, as I have argued, a 'trace' of this pleasure (or investment) survives in the
previous passage's references to 'discipline' and 'effortlessness'.
It is instructive to compare Neil's accounts of dancing with his apparent
success in the competitive sports he played as a boy. As with Laurence, he recalls his
early life being full of sport 'because basically that's all there was to do'. However, unlike
Laurence, his recollection of doing these sports makes it clear that he sees them as very
different from dance.
Michael: And how did you feel about, you know, boys' games then,
like footy and cricket and (pause)?
Neil: Well I sort of did them. I didn't really sort of get off on
them. I could play them. It's the same as things like, you
know, volleyball and basketball and I played those really
well. I m e a n I was in state rep sides but I just didn't get the
point of them. Y o u know, it just didn't seem worth the effort
whereas, for some reason, dance actually seemed like it had
a reason. There was a, I worked hard at it, you know,
dancing w a s harder, so I felt like I was being more
physically active but it also, I don't know, just had
something greater about it and I don't m e a n that in a snobby
w a y at all. It was just like, sport to m e was a heap of people
just throwing themselves at each other for no discernible
reason, you know, where there seemed to be some point to
dancing.
Prior to the next passage, Neil had suggested that being tall, muscular and successful at
sport had nullified the potential stigma of being known as a ballet dancer.
Michael: And your prowess at sport helped?
Neil: I think it may have, yeah. Um (pause) yeah, it must have, it
must have although, you k n o w like I tried football for fifteen
minutes and hated it and, and basically left, dropped out, so I
don't k n o w what people thought about that. Y o u know,
whether it was a case of them misreading that as, you know,
'he can't hack it', you know, 'football's too rough for him',
whereas it w a s actually a case that it was just such a dull
game.
It is noticeable from these two passages that despite articulating quite strong disinterest
in competitive sports, Neil still played and, apart from rugby football, apparently excelled
at them. A number of interpretations of this are possible, but m y main interest is in the
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different ways he talks about dance and sport. T h e reconstructions of his sporting
experiences, as opposed to those in dance, are rendered emotionallyflat.Dance was
more 'physically active' and offered 'something greater' while sports were 'dull' and 'a
heap of people just throwing themselves at each other'. H e seems to be saying that he
neither enjoyed nor disliked sport; he simply 'didn't really sort of get off o n them'. This
apparent indifference is punctured somewhat by his not unenthusiastic assertions that 'I
could play them' and 'I played those (sports) really well', perhaps suggesting that a 'trace'
survives of the pleasures accrued from being a talented, male, high school sports player.
However, what is most striking is that his reasons for preferring dance to sport seem to
elude rational explanation ('for some reason, dance actually seemed like it had a reason').
Admittedly, Neil does talk about dance feeling 'more physically active', but w h y this
particular part of his experience should mean anything is not clear. In fact, in a very real
sense both the teller of the story and the researcher find our rational/discursive
resources to be of little assistance at this point. A n y attempt to definitively explain this
preference would surely be pure unsupported speculation and serves as a reminder that
w e have limited ways of discussing pleasure, particularly bodily pleasure. However, w e
certainly have s o m e clues: he was good at dance and his parents were clearly supportive.
Also, pre-empting the argument that I a m attempting to develop in this chapter, dance
does seem to be connected with his self identification as a gay m a n , and is to this
dimension of m y interview with Neil that I n o w turn.

Bringing sex into it
M y approach throughout all the interviews I conducted was to leave r o o m for m y
participants to talk about the relevance (or lack of it) of sexuality to the work of male
dancers. This means that prior to each interview I was open about m y interest in the
ways they had negotiated the stereotype of homosexuality amongst male dancers, and
the fact that, if they were prepared to discuss it, I was interested in thek thoughts about
thek o w n sexuality. During m y interview with Laurence, it became clear that he had no
intention of naming his sexuality despite a number of opportunities to do so. At one
stage, as w e discussed the homosexual stereotype, he said 'I don't give a stuff what they
(non-dance people) think about m e on the sexual side of things'. A s m u c h as anything
else, I took this to m e a n that this was neither something he cared to talk with m e about,
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nor was it something he saw as particularly relevant to his career in dance, although this
second assumption is obviously more speculative.
With Neil I sensed this would not be as delicate a matter, particularly as he had
expressed no misgivings w h e n I explained the purpose of the interview.
Michael:

C a n I ask you in what w a y had you at this point (about age
17) developed notions about your o w n sexuality?

Neil:

O h , I k n e w that I w a s gay very early. I suppose (pause)
probably by the time I w a s sort of 10, 11. A n d it just seemed
to fit into the whole dancing thing too, in that it was no big
an issue. Like it wasn't something, I didn't go through a
huge trauma of realising or having any sort of crisis. It was
in the same w a y that dancing w a s something that I wanted to
do, being gay w a s something that I was. A n d I eased very
m u c h into that.

So unlike Laurence, there is the suggestion of a connection between sexuality and Neil's
identity as a dancer. Both are seen as 'authentic' expressions of w h o he is, as well as
things which had the potential to be 'traumas' but had not been experienced as such.
A n d although the intention of m y question had been to open up a discussion about
sexuality in particular, this short passage is interesting because Neil makes a link between
these two potentially quite separate aspects of his life. This is perhaps not surprising
since Neil's dance work was the premise for the interview and, in this context, w e might
expect him to filter various aspects of his life through his involvement in dance.
However, the connection that I want to make is between the previous section in which
Neil talked about his position within a family of independent w o m e n w h o challenged
traditional gender relations, and what Neil seems to see as two manifestations of this
quality in himself - Neil the dancer and Neil the gay man.
A little later in the interview w e are once again discussing sexuality within the
dance world. O n c e again, Neil draws together his identities as a dancer and as a gay m a n ,
only this time m u c h more explicidy. His investments in a progressive gender politic,
hinted at in his recollections of his female relatives, are also far more pronounced here.
Michael:

So, have you experienced homophobia, I k n o w this is
probably a very obtuse question, have you, are there things
that stand out in your mind?

Neil:

D o you m e a n in a broader sense than just the dance world or
(pause)?
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O h , I guess I'm talking about the dance world. I m e a n I
would expect that you've been, that you have experienced
homophobia
Neil: In a more general sense.
Michael: (Continuing) in a more general way but
Neil: (Interrupting) Um, I suppose that the things that, what I
regard as (pause) yeah, yeah, I'd say yes to that question but
I'd clarify it by saying that it hasn't been a case of abuse or
of [unclear] or anything like that, it's more a case of unequal
opportunity. A n d I, the example that I gave before where,
you know, I got to a certain age and realised that I was
actually only ever portraying straight characters, you know,
and I don't mean that w e had characters as such but that was
all I did, you know. W e were always in male-female
relationships. If there was any sort of interaction between
males it was very m u c h either on a bonding or fighting level.
Y o u k n o w there was never any (pause) So I suppose the w a y
that I experienced homophobia within that is through a sense
of not actually being able to present what for m e was a
complete world picture in the way that other people were
being given the opportunity to do for themselves.
Michael: So is that an important part of the stuff that you talk about as
your personal work now?
Neil: Oh, very much. It's, I mean, all of that, or the majority of
that is either sort of personal/auto biographical, definitely
based around sexuality, and primarily around gay male
sexuality, and always gender based, and about gender
images.
Michael: Right, so you, you would be, I guess, tapping into or some
ways linked into say the D V 8 stuff.
Neil: Oh yeah, very much. I mean I think that whole gender issues
thing is a big key word at the moment, u m , but it's you
know, it's certainly of prime importance to m e in the work
that I do. A n d it's a kind of interest to m e in m y work but I
think it is also a case of it's, it's central to m y life, and m y
work is m y w a y of expressing m y life.
Michael: Mm. And what are you trying to do in your work?
Neil: Um (sighs). This always sounds so [unclear]. Um, I'm trying
to understand myself better, to let people understand m e
better, and hopemlly by understanding m e better they will
understand themselves better. So it's trying to clarify for m e ,
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m y world and m y reality, and to present that in a w a y that
actually helps people look at m e and look at themselves, and
look at the world around them in a, a n e w way, or a clearer
way, or a broader way. A n d that's, that's what I see is the
valueofwhatldo.
What starts out as a conversation about homophobia quickly becomes an account of
w h o he is and the ways in which his dance work is, in a sense, a highly politicised
extension of his identity ('it's central to m y life, and m y work is m y way of expressing m y
life5). In some ways, this echoes Laurence's deske to be a 'me dancer'. Both men seem to
be describing an attempt to craft 'authentic' representations of 'who they are' through
dance movement. But whereas Laurence sees his 'me-ness' as stable, internal and
captured through references to fairly stereotypical constructions of symbolic masculinity,
Neil talks about trying to 'understand m e better' and the degree to which the exteriority
of dances about 'male-female relationships' and the politics of particular people's 'world
picture' are not about 'me'.
In the following passage, Neil shifts the focus away from the themes and
narratives of choreography towards the bodily techniques requked to be a professional
dancer. However, once again his concern is with the degree to which ballet and
contemporary dance can obscure what is 'real'.
Neil: I think you, you can't do a physical discipline like that for
that long especially w h e n you're growing up and not have it
so firmly embodied, you k n o w entrenched in your body, and
you, you lose your openness to be able to actually m o v e in
other ways. A n d I think you actually lose contact with h o w
your o w n body really is. Like I spent a long time trying to
m a k e m y body into something that it wasn't, trying to m a k e
it do things that I don't think are actually suited for anybody,
but particularly, you know, I m e a n I was aware of the
particularities of m y o w n body, so it was like trying to let go
of all of that and find the real body underneath, but, then
replacing that with contemporary dance, and contemporary
dance technique, and that then got written into m y body
through all of that time at [name of contemporary dance
company]. A n d it's only been since I suppose 1994 w h e n I
started freelancing, that I've actually started to discover that
I have a w a y of moving, you know, that I actually have a
body underneath all of those styles that doesn't need to try
and m o v e in any w a y other than the w a y I move. Y o u know,
so it's sort of a gradual realisation thing. So what I suppose
I'm saying is that there are huge positives and negatives to,
to classical dance training and I think they become positive
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or negative depending on where you want to head to, what
you are trying to do.
Neil's discussion of a body which precedes the inscription of dance technique in this
passage goes to the heart of the notion of 'authenticity' I have attempted to develop in
this and the previous chapter. Neil begins talking quite unequivocally about the existence
of his 'own body' which pre-existed the layers of dance technique he acquked. But his
statement that dance technique can be positive or negative depending on 'what you are
trying to do' suggests that what counts as 'real' and 'true' is contextually contingent and,
from m y point of view, might equally apply to the account of 'the real body underneath'.
As he implies in the next passage, a person's investments in certain practices m a y well
seem consistent with w h o one thinks one is at any given m o m e n t , only later to be
superseded by a different assessment of thek authenticity.
Michael:

H o w do you feel about ballet as an art form, in terms of its
traditions and its narratives?

Neil:

I m e a n I tend to think it's a lot of crap, actually, n o w . Pretty
strong. I loved it for a long time but I think I was actually, I
was blind to a lot of the sort of complexities of it, and I, and
I think w h e n you're that heavily within the middle of a
system, you don't realise what you're party to. Y o u k n o w ,
you don't have too m u c h time to think about what you are
actually u m , sustaining.

Michael:

W h a t were you a party to?

Neil:

Well, s o m e incredibly sexist stuff. Y o u k n o w , sort, gender
stereotyping and crimes against the body basically. D o you
k n o w what I mean. A n d particularly the female body but
also, you k n o w , the male body too.

It is important to recall that the previous four passages all took place within a broader
discussion about Neil's o w n sexual and gender politic. These are clearly central aspects
of his identity and they frame the ways in which he talks about the experience of doing
ballet and contemporary dance. In fact, just as catching a glimpse of himself in the
rnkror had radically transformed a particular dance experience for Laurence, ballet, for
Neil, has also been transformed. Having spoken of the pleasure of 'moving towards
effortlessness', he n o w casts ballet as guilty of 'crimes against the body'. In both cases,
the pleasure or otherwise of certain forms of m o v e m e n t seems tighdy linked with
questions of gender identity or, to put it more dkecdy, 'is this m o v e m e n t an authentic
representation of the kind of m a n I am?'.
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Conclusion
It hardly needs pointing out that it is impossible to say 'who Neil is' in a few trite
concluding sentences. A t the same time, there do seem to be certain stable elements
around which his stories are narrated.
In the previous chapter, I m a d e the point that Laurence, as an older and m u c h
celebrated m e m b e r of his profession, seems to have been able to draw upon a series of
well rehearsed narratives to m a k e sense of his life. Neil also seems to have acquked
sophisticated ways to talk about his life's trajectory and his dance practice. In his mid
30s, he has worked in a number of contexts, completed post-graduate study, taught in a
university dance programme and become involved in gay politics. T h e sense of a
progressive politic is particularly apparent in thefinalpassages I presented above where
he draws on terms which strongly suggest familiarity with the language of feminist and
postmodernist theory ('some incredibly sexist stuff, 'embodied', 'crimes against the
body', 'written into m y body'). But as well as a way of talking about dance, these
discursive resources also provide him with powerful reasons for dancing and creating
dance. Moreover, they provide a way of talking about w h o he is; 'gay' and 'a dancer' are
just things Neil has (virtually) always been and dance is the vehicle through which he
wants to help others to 'look at the world around them in a, a n e w way, or a clearer way,
or a broader way'.
These resources have become kterrningled with other accounts of h o w he
experienced ballet and other forms of physical activity such as sport, and h o w he
practices and experiences them now. But rather than making an answer to the 'how'
question any m o r e clear, if anything, these apparendy stable parts to w h o Neil 'is' makes
the answer m o r e complicated. In particular, it poses two other admittedly highly
speculative, questions. Fkst, might it be that what constitutes kinaesthetic (that is, nonsexual) bodily pleasure for a particular person is as shrouded in mystery as the origins of
one's sexuality, if indeed 'origins' is an appropriate word here? In other words, are they
similar kinds of questions? Second, in what ways are these two forms of bodily pleasure
connected? Put another way, does it serve any purpose to draw a sharp distinction
between so-called non-sexual and sexual bodily pleasure? M y feeling is that to some
readers this will seem an unremarkable analysis, while to others it will look like an
enormous and preposterous leap. For example, I have been rebuked on coundess
occasions during seminars and conference presentations for trying to talk about male
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pleasure infootballas a dimension of sexuality. Clearly, there are problems with making
sweeping statements about sport as a sexual act. Furthermore, it m a y be that simply
using the w o r d 'sexuality' unnecessarily raises the temperature of discussion. I should
also say that I a m definitely not suggesting that certain forms of sexuality (such as
homosexuality) are linked in any straightforward w a y to other bodily pleasures (such as
dance). But they are both (amongst m a n y other things) bodily practices and it is surely an
artificial distinction that w e m a k e between 'sexual' bodily acts and all others. So, at the
risk of being accused of essentialism of the most egregious kind, I conclude this chapter
with a question: is the apparent over-representation of gay m e n in dance simply a matter
of dry social convention, or is it connected with (not determined by) the ways in which
bodily pleasure, broadly defined, is structured?
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Chapter Eight
A 'contemporary' dancer?
At the beginning of this thesis I discussed my intention to avoid constructing a
'typology' of male theatrical dancers. This is a particular concern given m y use of case
studies tends to imply that the 'cases' presented are representative of other 'cases' not
presented. There is also the equally serious danger that points of difference between
individual 'cases' m a y be erroneously extrapolated across the data set as a whole. With
these points in mind, it is important to reiterate here that m y deployment of case studies
is intended partly to give a sense (as opposed to a definitive account) of the diversity of
the people I interviewed. I did choose Laurence and Neil because they are far apart in
terms of age, and because one came to dance quite late while the other has only vague
memories of his fkst dance experiences as a young boy. But they also told stories which
were rich in meaning, such that the differences in age and career trajectory serve m o r e as a
backdrop for (although are not unrelated to) the ways in which they locate themselves
within dance, other forms of physical activity and symbolic masculinity. In short, thek
most obvious dissimilarities are merely the beginning of m y analysis, not the analysis
itself.
This is also true for m y final case study. Ralph is younger than both Laurence
and Neil, is straight identifying, and is one of the few dancers I spoke to w h o can recall
m u c h in the w a y of childhood harassment on account of his interest in dance. But out of
these obvious differences flow unexpected ways of talking about being a dancer which,
in turn, suggest an analysis which, as with Laurence and Neil, forces us to think about
the links between sexuality, bodily m o v e m e n t and pleasure.

A 'love/hate* relationship
At the time of our conversation, Ralph danced for a high profile contemporary
company. H e was born in the mid 1970s and grew up close to the coast in regional
Australia. At school, he excelled at rugby and surfing and generally seems to have
managed being 'one of the boys'. H e recalls:
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Ralph:

A n d one day (I) just asked M u m , I was in the back of the car
and I was about 10 I think, 9 or 10, and I went 'could I do
ballet?' I don't k n o w where I got the idea. I think, m a y b e I
saw it on T V or something. I saw s o m e guy doing a few
turns, or thought it was spectacular or exciting. I asked her if
I could do ballet and she sort of freaked out a bit and went
'what, you want to do ballet?' A n d sort of just let it slide for
a bit, and then I asked again another time and she went
'okay cool', and took m e along to a ballet class. I sort of, I
don't k n o w even whether I even enjoyed it at that point. I
don't k n o w , I was interested in it maybe, more than I was
actually enjoying it. A n d I went once every fortnight for
about two years, kept up things like surfing and that like all
m y little g r o m m y 1 pals did. Which, in the end was a good
thing, because w h e n it came to late primary school and high
school years, I think if I hadn't have kept up rugby and
surfing as well as keeping up dancing, I think I would have
had a hell of a lot more grief from m y peers.

It was easy to imagine Ralph amongst his 'grommy pals'. His vocabulary was punctuated
with words I associate with surf culture like 'cool' and 'grief. His body seemed tanned
and muscular and his voice, while not broad Australian, was nothing like Neil's. I
decided very early that Ralph was straight. H e reminded m e of h o w I see myself - not
'ocker', a fact which seems to make some straight people think that I a m gay, and yet I
suspect most gay people would consider m e very 'straight'. I found him attractive and
hip, funny and intelligent. I liked Ralph.
Foreshadowing a dominant theme from this interview, Ralph spontaneously
raises, for him, the vexed issue of enjoyment. Whereas Neil's account described a
passion that was there from the start, Ralph is ambivalent and cautious ('I don't k n o w
even whether I even enjoyed it at that point'). O f course, Ralph was about five years
older than Neil w h e n he decided to take up dance and, as the remainder of the interview
suggests, had a m u c h more clearly developed sense that dancing was not an 'ok' thing for
boys to do. Thus, at this point w e might at least wonder about h o w Ralph experienced his
fkst dance classes and h o w these experiences differed from Ned's and Laurence's.
Specifically, are there connections between the absence of 'enjoyment' in Ralph's
account and his childhood awareness (an awareness apparendy not shared by Neil or
Laurence) that 'boys don't dance'?
As the passage also suggests, any attempt to answer this question needs to take
account of the other things Ralph was doing with his body at this time. It is clear that
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Ralph feels that doing rugby and surfing helped to maintain his status amongst the 'cool,
tough guys'. H e reiterates this later in the interview:
Michael: What about being surfer and a footballer and all of that sort
of stuff? Did that help?
Ralph: Yes. I'd say yes, definitely. I think without that, I would
have had heaps of grief, because I still did like scholastic
surfing. Most of the, you know, the cool, tough guys in
school did rugby league or rugby union and surfing as their
sports, which is what I did. A n d dance wasn't in the
curriculum at [school name] so it wasn't as if, while I was at
school, anyone saw m e doing it. It w a s only something that
they might have heard Ralph dances, outside school and it's
like,right.It wasn't really brought up very much, luckily.
Didn't have to sort of vouch for myself too often, and go,
'this is w h y I do it'. I think at that point I wouldn't have
k n o w n w h y I do it. It's like 'I'm doing it because I started
doing it w h e n I w a s young, and everyone says I'm sort of
good at it, so I keep doing it'.
Taken together, these two passages illustrate the difficulties associated with trying to
'explain' the fact of Ralph's decision to begin dancing. In previous interviews, I had
attempted to press m y respondents for more explicit or concrete early memories.
However, the results were invariably forced and speculative. For this reason, I did not
encourage Ralph to 'go deeper' as if the 'truth' could be discovered if only he would
think harder. W h a t these passages do indicate, however, is the way in which Ralph
constructs what Foucault might have called a 'technology' of bodily practices where
particular practices have certain meaning potentials. For example, he attributes the fact
that he was able to continue dancing to the camouflage of masculine credibility provided
by rugby and surfing ('Didn't have to sort of vouch for myself too often'). Further, in a
discursive manoeuvre reminiscent of the story hook Jump, this next passage alludes to his
knowledge about die positions of different movement forms within this technology and
how this knowledge led to him giving up dance for a time.
Ralph: Yeah, this is like end of primary school, beginning of high
school sort of thing. I went 'game over, I'm not doing it'.
Michael: Because?
Ralph: I think it was more about what would happen when I got to
high school, the crap that I would go through.
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Michael:

So you are saying you gave up just before you went into
high school?

Ralph: Yeah, I was a little bit afraid, I think. 'I'm going to high
school I have to be, you know, a bloke. Let's go, let's get in
there.' Kept up surfing, kept up the rugby, and then after
about a year and a half I just started again, but it was really
minimal. I was meant to be going again once every
fortnight, but, you know, I would get h o m e on the, I forget
what day it was, it might have been a Tuesday afternoon,
and I'd get h o m e and if the surf was good I'd skip ballet and
I'd go surfing instead. A n d it was sort of like that for about
another two years, just on and off, more off than on, but I
was still doing it. I used to tell everyone during that period,
that I did a little bit of dancing to help m y surfing. It was the
other w a y around.
Michael: That's what you told people?
Ralph: Yeah. So I told teachers and other friends, and because I was
quite a good surfer, I think they believed it. They were like,
'okay that's fair enough', you know. It helps with balance
and co-ordination and movement and all that sort of stuff.
Then w h e n I got
Michael: (Interrupting) Was that true?
Ralph: No (laughs). Not at all.
Michael: But in your mind, was it a lie?
Ralph: Yes. I knew I was telling a lie when I said it.
Michael: But you liked it? You went to ballet because you liked it?
Ralph: Yeah, I didn't quite know, still I didn't quite know why I
liked it, even now, I don't quite k n o w w h y I like it. Sort of
this love hate relationship, that w h e n I'm doing it I'm sort of
going, 'what a m I doing?'
Ralph's recollection is that doing ballet was not 'ok' and something which he actively
sought to 'normalise'. Even though w e have akeady seen this discursive strategy in
action in Chapter Four, particularly in the story book Jump, the complex negotiation of
meaning here is still striking. Fkst, there is a hint of the 'dancer as ultimate athlete'
discourse operating in that the credibility of Ralph's self-confessed falsehood is achieved
via what he remembers as general acceptance ('They were like, 'okay that's fak enough")
that dance training might help produce superior sporting performance. Second, both
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passages illustrate what I called in Chapter Four the 'imperative of proficiency'. In the
first passage he recalls doing ballet because people had noticed he was 'sort of good at it,
so I keep doing it', and it is this success, rather than, say, the physical sensations of doing
dance that stands out for him. In the second passage he says that his proficiency at
surfing probably m a d e his 'excuse' for doing ballet m o r e credible. That is, Ralph seems
to be suggesting that this 'excuse' would be less likely to work for a male w h o was not
quite so good at surfing. So the various physical activities that Ralph did as a boy do not
simply exist within a static gendered hierarchy. T h e relationship of ballet to sports like
surfing and rugby is variable and is altered by virtue of his proficiency, it would seem, at
all three. Just as he describes rugby and surfing 'saving' him, Ralph, in a sense, 'saves'
dance by lending it some of the states he has akeady accrued. A n d all of this is
ckcumscribed within a regime of sexuality.
Michael:

W e r e you aware though that people associated m e n w h o
danced with homosexuality? Is that something you were
aware of?

Ralph:

Yeah, I think if I hadn't been aware of that I would have let
everyone know. I wouldn't have told all the stories like I do
it to improve m y surfing and stuff like that. Those little
cover ups were because I understood that if I went, you
k n o w , ran d o w n the class hall and went, T do ballet', that I
would be called a poof, and at that stage, to be called a poof,
w a s something really terrible. Y o u k n o w , w h e n you're 15,
16, you don't want that at all, you know. Whether or not you
are, there is no w a y you want to be labelled.

Both of the previous two passages further highlight Ralph's ambivalence towards
theatrical dance which I alluded to earlier. W e might recall that Laurence constructs his
life in dance as a logical extension of the sort of person he was and the community in
which he was raised. A n d while Neil n o w strongly rejects certain aspects of ballet and, to
some extent, contemporary dance, dance remains 'something that I wanted to do'
throughout. However, for Ralph, it has been something he has either concealed,
constructed excuses about ('I used to tell everyone... that I did a little bit of dancing to
help m y surfing') or simply ceased doing in order to avoid the assumption of
homosexuality ('when you're 15, 16, you don't want that at all, you know. Whether or
not you are, there is no way you want to be labelled'). His ambivalence towards dance
continued even after Ralph was accepted into performing arts college following school:
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Ralph:

A lot of the time I'm a little bit weird with it, because I
actually had quite big confidence problems, w h e n I w a s say
here, at [name of performing arts college].

Michael:

Right.

Ralph:

I used to stop halfway through class a lot, or halfway
through an exercise because I'd think that people on the side
of the class were talking about you.

Michael:

Really?

Ralph:

They were saying, 'look at him he's trying really hard and
he still can't do it', or whatever. You'd construct stuff in
your head.

The picture that emerges is of a person for w h o m the decision to dance has always
coalesced uneasily with the investments he had/has in particular ways of being male. The
previous passage suggests that, even after enrolling in a performing arts college, Ralph
was still troubled by the need to legitimate his decision to dance by being good at it. O f
his time at college he also recalls:
Ralph:

Until I got out of college in fact, like I did the whole course
here, still sort of, like m y attendance w a s shocking while I
w a s here, m y attitude was pretty bad while I w a s here.

A n d later:
Ralph:

There w a s just that weird relationship I had with it. Like
w h e n I w a s doing it I was asking myself w h y w a s I doing it,
and it gave m e lots of grief in terms of paranoia and stuff.
Because it is very expressive, and m a y b e at that stage of m y
life I didn't want to express what w a s in there.

O f course, there could have been a number of factors which contributed to this ongoing
anxiety. But it is surely telling that there is very little in this interview which suggests that
Ralph found/finds theatrical dancing aesthetically appealing (like Helpmann), pleasurable
to do (like Laurence) or a clear and impassioned artistic calling (like Neil). This is not to
say that he has never experienced it in these ways. But as Ralph's words repeatedly
indicate, his decision to dance is one that has been questioned over and over again, and it
is this aspect which dominates his recollections. His point about dance being 'very
expressive' is also interesting in this context for at least two reasons.
Fkst, it suggests something of the complexity of emotion (Ralph uses the term
'paranoia') associated with this memory. It appears that Ralph m a y have been anxious
about more than just his technical proficiency. H e also suggests that he m a y have been
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discomforted by the threat of exposure associated with expressive movement. In fact,
these two elements, technical proficiency and emotional expressivity, seem to be linked.
H e recalls that he imagined onlookers to be thinking: 'look at him he's trying really hard
and he still can't do it'. It is as if being technically deficient signified even greater
humiliation if it was clear to onlookers that achieving proficiency really meant something
to him. Here I a m reminded of Burt's (1995) analysis of Nijinsky in which Nijinsky's
fabled expressivity was rendered acceptable by vktue of his construction as a 'genius '
and a highly skilled dancer. In other words, his exceptional technical proficiency gave
him 'permission' to be emotionally expressive. So for Ralph, the memories of his anxiety
is conveyed through a highly complex set of dilemmas in which embodiment (how the
body moves) and emotion (how the body feels) are delicately intertwined. H o w to
achieve technical proficiency in a far from straightforward m o v e m e n t discipline without
giving the impression of caring too much? H o w to be a dancer, in which emotional
expression is often the central goal, without compromising his 'cool, tough' embodiment
which, to this point, had served him so well? In short, h o w to be 'passionate' and 'cool'
at the same time? Perhaps even more problematic, h o w good does one's dance
technique have to be before it is safe to be unselfconsciously expressive in one's dance
movement? O n c e again the Foucauldian concept of 'technology' seems appropriate here
since Ralph's problem is that there are no simple 'dos' and 'don'ts'; different forms of
male embodiment are potentially both 'ok' and 'not ok' depending on a complex set of
context specific factors. It is little wonder, then, that he recalls m o m e n t s w h e n he just
stopped dancing in the middle of classes. A n d while by this time he had been dancing
for a number of years, w e should remember that it had mosdy occurred away from the
gaze of his peer group, m a n y of w h o m did not even k n o w that he danced. Living away
from h o m e and attending college, the double-life of dance and social life would probably
have been m u c h m o r e difficult to maintain.
Second, Ralph's retrospective naming of expressivity as a possible cause for his
anxiety suggests that he is making sense of past events through an awareness of
gendered expectations of behaviour. In the following passage Ralph lends support to the
conclusion that his ongoing ambivalence towards doing dance was/is underscored by
investments in particular discourses of symbolic masculinity:
Michael:

W a s there any issue there in terms of you moving into a
place like here (the performing arts college), or in a dance
company, like the world of dance? W a s that kind of
208

confronting in any w a y coming from regional [Australian
state]?
Ralph: Yeah, even here though. I mean I went here in year 11 and it
wasn't that different. I m e a n there was probably just as
m u c h like, 'oh you faggot', sort of thing, you know, n a m e
calling, from just other students, from music students, just
other people you meet. Like I was into graffiti art at that
point, and again that was probably just trying to be cool.
Y o u know, again, trying to do something like, instead of the
surfing and the football, I did graffiti art and danced. It's like
the whole time I needed something that was masculine to
offset the fact that I was dancing. So that if, you know, I was
in a group of blokes, I could just go and, you know, 'what
are you into?', I had something else to talk about. I wouldn't
just sit there and go, 'well I like dancing'. Get beaten up. I
could just sort of, you know, push that under the covers and
go, 'oh, I like art, I like drawing, I like, you know, putting
up, you know, doing graff.
While Ralph highlights the possible investments he had in 'something that was
masculine', m y interest is in the ways in which his ongoing ambivalence towards
theatrical dance shapes the way he talks (or doesn't talk) about doing dance, and
particularly the way it seems to squeeze out any talk of bodily pleasure. In short, m y
interview with Ralph is m u c h more about 'being a dancer' rather than 'doing dance'.

Feeling in control

There are, however, some clues about the feelings that certain forms of dance arouse for
Ralph. The following passage is a small but, in m y view, significant insight into his
experiences of the dance that he does. The passage comes from an early part of the
interview in which w e are discussing the rave scene and rave dancing.
Michael: So are you interested in the rave scene yourself?
Ralph: Yeah, definitely. I mean, it's for me, you know, half the
time, you know, at least 5 0 % of the time that you are
dancing in this context (professional theatrical dance), as in
learning steps from a choreographer or whatever, in
development performing, the performance side of it and just
learning steps doesn't really get m e all that excited.
Michael: Sure.
Ralph: It seems like it's something a trained monkey could do. You
know, if you have done enough training then anyone can do

209

it. It's the development side of things that I a m interested in.
It's also, you know, dancing for pleasure, dancing for, you
k n o w , to enjoy it for once, and then not to have 100 people
watching you going, 'yeah, that w a s amazing' or 'that w a s
crap' or whatever. Just no-one's watching you. You're just
enjoying yourself.
It is difficult not to be struck by the pointedness of the contrast Ralph draws between
dancing in a professional contemporary company on the one hand ('something a trained
monkey could do') and 'dancing for pleasure' and 'to enjoy it for once' on the other. The
use of the term 'trained monkey' depersonalises what he describes as the work of
professional dancers. Rather than his dance work being an authentic representation of
w h o he is, as it seemed to be for Neil, he distances himself from it. H e claims that '50%'
of it is something which 'doesn't really get m e all that excited' and simply a matter of
training ('anyone can do it'). It is worth pointing out that m y interview with Neil also
revealed his disaffection with the role of dancer in both ballet and contemporary
companies, despite the fact that it is usually assumed that contemporary companies are
more 'democratic'. Neil comments:
Neil:

I m e a n I think it's (the lack of artistic autonomy for dancers)
broader than just classical ballet too. But I think that what
I'm talking about are the sort of structures and systems of
working that came out of a classical tradition. Y o u k n o w , I
m e a n one of the reasons that, that I left [name of
contemporary company] eventually w a s because I sort of
suddenly said to myself 'you k n o w look, you're nearly 30,
and here's someone calling you boys and girls'. (Michael
laughs) D o you k n o w what I m e a n ? A n d you sort of think
'hey wait a second. W h e r e does that put m e in m y life', you

know?
In fact, the need or the deske to 'create' dance movement, as opposed to simply doing it,
was a recurring theme of the interviews I conducted with male dancers. O n one level w e
might connect this with stereotypical masculine aspkations toward positions of
leadership and power. Certainly V a n Dyke (1996) has pointed out that m e n tend to be
over-represented in positions of leadership and artistic control despite making up a
pronounced minority of aspiring dancers. However, while acknowledging the power of a
discursive envkonment in which m e n are invited and incited to see themselves in
positions of leadership, I want to extend this analysis to Ralph's subjective experience of
being a dancer in a professional company.
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That dancers m a y experience thek work envkonment as demeaning is not a
new insight. For example, both Spurgeon (1997) and Smith (1998) have described
traditional dance ttaining as 'authoritarian', Smith going so far as comparing dance
companies with cults. Stinson (1998) has suggested that these training practices m a y have
a particularly profound impact on females. She argues that most females enter dance
training as young gkls and therefore spend m a n y more years being infantilised by dance
teachers than most male dancers. While gkls learn to be quiet and obedient, boys and
m e n are more likely to have developed a sense of individual identity and voice by the
time they enter the profession, and therefore seettainingas a sort ofriteof passage to be
endured, rather than a permanent state. Neil's and Ralph's comments seem to lend
support to this view. Both appear to havetiredof the lack of autonomy thek dance work
offered/offers and whereas Neil's choreographic career is well advanced, Ralph is
already beginning to think about his ('It's the development side of things that I a m
interested in5).
Therefore, it is tempting to interpret Ralph's deske to m o v e into the
'development side of things', that is choreography, as a straightforward example of a
m a n aspiring to be 'in control'. Although this m a y be accurate, the previous passage
from m y interview with Ralph does not, in and of itself, confirm this analysis. W h a t it
does capture is a connection between Ralph's deske to create dance on the one hand and
the experience of doing it on the other. His c o m m e n t that rave dancing represents
'dancing for pleasure, dancing for, you know, to enjoy it for once', suggests that, despite
little evidence of it up to this point, there are certain conditions in which Ralph can talk
about the pleasure of dancing. W h a t rave dancing and choreography seem to share is the
opportunity to be free of scrutiny or, as he puts it, to not 'have 100 people watching you
going, "yeah, that was amazing" or "that was crap'". W e might also recall that as a boy
he kept his dancettainingas secret as possible and that at college he had reacted strongly
to the perceived scrutiny of others. So, inadvertendy, in discussing his deske to m o v e
from performance to choreography, w e seem to have arrived back at the anxiety of
being watched which marked Ralph's struggle to reconcile his 'cool, tough' embodiment
and his decision to dance. While Laurence and Neil were, with varying degrees of
success and for varying reasons, able to fuse thek dancing and 'real' selves, Ralph has
struggled to manage the two. This has happened precisely because (here I agree with
Buder, 1990) identities exist only in thek performance for particular audiences and that,
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for Ralph, his- experience of these identities has been shaped by his perceptions of the
actual and likely reactions of a variety of audiences (for example his rugby and surfing
friends, his performing arts college peers, people who pay to see him perform). He has
therefore been forced to constandy problematise the relationship of apparendy
incompatible aspects of himself. Obviously an infinite number of potential courses of
action are open to him in this situation. However, through his body Ralph has
'discovered' that dancing is more pleasurable in contexts which he considers less

judgemental, and it is this which now seems to be influencing his explanations of who he
is, and w h o he would like to be in the future. Clearly this decision does not jeopardise his
social and bodily investments in being a straight, white, middle class male, but it is an
indication of a kind weariness in having to constandy perform and manage a complex
and contradictory gendered identity.

Taking sex out of it
In the final section of my interview with Ralph I asked him talk more about his interest
in choreography.
Michael: What are the things that are important to you in terms of
what you want to do with choreography?
Ralph: I think it will continually change. I think something that I'm
interested in right at this m o m e n t will maybe be the very
thing that, you know, just like fashion, you know, like
everything just cycles. Y o u know, what's important to you
n o w is the thing that will be ridiculed in six months time or a
years time, w h e n you look at it and see yourself on video
and go, 'wasn't that pathetic? W h a t were you thinking? W e
thought that was the ant's pants then, and it's such tripe.'
A n d yet, you know, another three years from then, and it's
back to being the thing that everyone wants to talk about,
because you are continually looking for something new, yet
there is nothing really n e w to discuss so w e all re-invent the
wheel for ourselves. Every time w e c o m e to the front of the
pack, and go, 'oh cool, everybody's watching m e , what'111
do? I'll do this.' Even though a hundred people have done it
before you, you're thefirstperson to do it in three years
time, do you k n o w what I mean, over a three-year period. So
it's like, 'oh cool, he's doing something new'. N o he's not.
Michael: Some of the people I have interviewed in choreography have
talked about thinking about gender and sexuality in their
work and that's kind of
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Ralph:

(Interrupting) I reckon that's been done to death. Like, it's
the same thing

Michael: (Interrupting) For example, there are people I have
interviewed w h o , particularly gay m e n , w h o would say, I
don't see m y life on television, on the movies, on billboards,
I don't see it. There's nothing there, so, you k n o w I'm going
to create some work which is more about m y life.
Ralph: Yeah, is that for them do you think, or is that for like
(pause)?
Michael: I don't know.
Ralph: Do you need to see yourself made popular for it to be, I
don't know. T o be honest, m a y b e I can say this because I'm
not gay and I'm not in that situation. But I don't want to see
m y life plastered around either. D o you k n o w what I mean?
Michael: Yeah sure.
Ralph: I think people aren't interested a lot of the time in what I've
gone through. Like if they m a d e a movie about a guy w h o
surfed and did ballet, you k n o w what I mean, everything
we've just talked about, it'd probably be a flop. Because
people want escapism, people want something bigger than
B e n Hur, especially n o w , it gets more and more so. It's
exponential, it's like 'gees, what can w e do next?'
Thefirstpart of this passage seems to reiterate Ralph's ambivalence towards the work of
professional dance companies. H e describes the choreographic content of contemporary
dance as a kind of 'fashion', endlessly being recycled in a futile attempt to find
'something new'. H e conceives of 'fashion' as something which is detached from its
social context, grounded only in the need to generate product. For Ralph, what counts as
'good dance' is unpredictable and subject to the vagaries of taste.
It is not difficult to discern that at the end of this description I dkect Ralph's
thoughts towards m y o w n agenda, rather than allowing him to talk more about his o w n
choreographic interests. Ralph was one of the last few dancers I interviewed and, by this
time, I had become interested in the difference between gay and straight dancers in
terms of what they saw as the important themes in thek work. Although I was (and
remain) sceptical about drawing neat empkical distinctions between these two groups, I
had been struck by thek respective levels of interest in representations of gender/sexual
relations in dance. In particular, the straight dancers tended to see this as passe, like
Ralph, or even something to which they had not given m u c h thought.
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However, if for a m o m e n t w e only consider Ralph's response prior to m y
question about 'gender and sexuality', a clear contrast with Laurence and Neil still
emerges. W e might recall Laurence's quite serious recollections of the thematic content
of the dance he did, describing one piece as 'a really lovely psychological thing'. For Neil,
his work was 'always gender based' and a 'way of expressing m y life'. Both of these seem
far removed from Ralph's radically open ended and (at least on the surface) apolitical
description of dance art.
Despite the leading nature of m y question about 'gender and sexuality', I would
argue that Ralph's responses to it are equally instructive. His reply, 'I reckon that's been
done to death', is immediate and unequivocal. H e is familiar with the kind of work I a m
alluding to and appears to see it as self indulgent and of limited interest to a wider public
audience. But in order to take this analysis further, it is necessary to contextualise Ralph's
subsequent comments more precisely.
Ralph is a m e m b e r of a small contemporary company which has received an
unusually large amount of public funding. T h e company consists of young male and
female dancers and has crafted for itself a public image which I describe in m y field
notes as 'hip, funky, physical, hetero'. F r o m the interviews and informal conversations I
had while collecting this data, it also appears that all the male dancers are straight
identifying. It is difficult to generalise about the kind of dance this company makes, but
m y o w n impressions are that it is extremely vigorous, at times bordering on the
acrobatic. O n e of the other dancers in the company w h o m I interviewed told m e about a
serious knee injury he received w h e n performing. Jeff describes the incident in the
following way:
Jeff:

I w a s doing a scene with Ralph and he sort of, sort of like a
fight scene and he throws m e against the wall and m y leg
went snap and just snapped the medial ligament. So I w a s
out, that w a s like crutches and can't walk for about three
months.

Ralph's description of the company's work also suggests something of its physicality.
Ralph:

W h a t w e do is harmful. Probably more harmful than a lot of
ballet, because we're throwing ourselves round, like
[company n a m e ] stuff, we're throwing ourselves around
sometimes without people having done that before. D o you
k n o w what I mean, without people going, 'oh, this is what
you do w h e n you fall to the ground in this way.' Y o u m a k e
sure that s o m e of your weight goes through that arm and
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that's the safe w a y to do it. A lot of the time s o m e of the
stuff w e are doing in [company n a m e ] is try this and you try
it and luckily, you k n o w , you don't hurt yourself, but there
is no technique to it. It's just we're relying on techniques to
cross over I think m a y b e between other techniques. Y o u
k n o w , a little bit of break falling, little bit of acrobatics, a
little bit of break dancing, quite a lot of ballet and
contemporary dance, and you hope that that gives you, and
covers enough bases that you can throw your body around in
almost anyway and hopefully not injure yourself.
I a m neither inclined nor qualified to speak authoritatively about the artistic merit of the
work of this company. However, I would argue that these passages bring us back to
Lake's question (quoted in Hanna, 1988, p. 288) which I discussed in Chapter Four:
what is the 'natural stamp of one's life upon one's art?' Laine was interested in the
connections between gay sexuality and gay art but, clearly, the same question could be
asked about the art m a d e by heterosexual people. With respect to Ralph, what are w e to
make of his implication that the dance his company makes is not 'about' the
heterosexual dancers which seem to m a k e up the company ('I don't want to see m y life
plastered around', 'I think people aren't interested a lot of the time in what I've gone
through', 'people

want

escapism'), and

his

apparent

disparagement

of

gay

choreographers such as Neil w h o want to explore thek o w n experiences through dance
('do you need to see yourself m a d e popular?')? O n e conclusion that suggests itself is that
Ralph's ambivalence about w h y he dances is connected with his apparent cynicism about
institutional dance art. Whereas Laurance and Neil gave relatively precise, impassioned
and (in thek o w n way) political reasons for being dancers, Ralph sees it in terms of mere
entertainment and gives a fakly business-like rationale for making dance; that is, make it
bigger than the last time in order to entice paying audiences back. Therefore, it is
perhaps not surprising that his company's work has sought to push the boundaries of
what is physically possible on stage, rather than, say, taking up the more overtly political
stance of a dancer like Neil. At the same time, this raises the question of the 'stamp' of
heterosexuality on dance art. W h a t might be the consequences if, as some dance writers
claim, dance is becoming a more 'ok' career choice for boys and m e n ? Might it be that
more straight identifying males than in the past are likely to m o v e into the profession
and, therefore, 'stamp' thek presence through the dance art they make?
In the end, this thesis is about the ways in which male dancers talk about what
they do, not about the work itself. But there are clearly connections between the two,
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not least because, as I discussed in Chapters Six and Seven, talking and dancing are both
embodied practices which are 'felt' and which leave emotional 'traces'. Further, in
drawing conclusions from Ralph's comments, I a m reluctant to focus only on his words
(for example, about the dangerous and acrobatic nature of the movements) as if they
bore absolutely n o relation to the material practice of his company's work. Perhaps, it
could be argued, part of the reason he talks more about danger ('throw your body
around in almost anyway and hopefully not injure yourself) than pleasure is that the
dance his company performs is dangerous. However, it is difficult not conclude that is
Ralph's heterosexuality which 'allows' him to see his work as not about 'gender and
sexuality'. Certainly, one gay dancer I interviewed, while strongly approving of Ralph's
company's work, described it as very 'hetero'.

Conclusion
In Chapter Six I 'asked' Laurence 'who are you w h e n you are dancing?' W e might recall
that the tension between his dancing self and his 'real' self was managed through the
construction of a particular kind of gendered identity: unequivocally and yet precariously,
in tune with what he called the 'style' and 'feel' of movement. In the course of m y
interview with Ralph, an awareness of his o w n identity struggle emerges: h o w does his
dancing articulate with w h o he is w h e n he is not dancing. Part of the answer seems to be
that m u c h of the time dance has not articulated with his non-dance self very comfortably
at all. For example, he describes the number of ways in which he sought to protect his
investments in being 'masculine' (to use his term) by engaging in other activities.
W h a t is interesting is that he can n o w reflect on this part of his life and,
perhaps as a result of this, see his ongoing ambivalence towards theatrical dance work as
having various origins. A s part of a company w h o are expected to be accountable for the
funding it has received, he sees m u c h of his work as depersonalised, lacking autonomy
and an exercise in escapist entertainment. But m y interview with Ralph also shows
clearly that he believes gender stereotypes have impacted on his o w n life, particularly
during his childhood and adolescence. Drawing on Ralph's o w n understandings, I have
extended this analysis to suggest that Ralph's investment in being a certain kind of male
has shaped the ways in which he talks about his experience of doing dance and his
reasons for becoming a dancer. In particular, I have suggested that Ralph's ambivalence
towards dance is pardy explained by his struggle to reconcile his enjoyment of dance
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with other bodily practices which were/are m o r e consistent with his 'cool, tough'
identity. It seems mat being a straight male w h o took up dancing while he was still in
primary school m a d e Ralph a 'marked'figure,that is, an 'other' to the boys he mixed
with but w h o did not dance. Later, as a straight male dancer he sees questions of 'gender
and sexuality' as relevant to 'other' people. But one consequence of this seems to be that
he is not actually sure what the dance he does should be about or, indeed, whether it
could ever represent anything important. In m a n y ways, this is the reverse of m y
interview with Neil whose early experiences are recounted as a seamless transition from
wanting to do something into doing it. It is only later as an adult, that he sees himself as
'other', a gay m a n in a dance world full of heterosexual representation. Unlike Ralph, he
sees the content of dance work as political, either implicidy or explicidy, and the work of
others as a point of departure for his o w n impassioned artistic aspkations.
In the following thematic chapter, these issues are explored across the data set
as a whole. However, with respect to all three case studies, w e might then ask what is the
stamp of a person on the dance they do and, strongly connected to this, the way they
talk about dance? T h e case studies also suggest that w e might ask a similar question
about other forms of physical activity such as sport and, in fact, the deployment of one's
body more generally. O f course, these questions force us back to the m o r e fundamental
question of what is a person? Is it what they do, even though both Neil and Ralph talked
about doing dance at various stages of thek life which they disliked and which was just
an 'act'? Is it thek 'everyday' material practices, even though s o m e of the dancers I
interviewed said that it is only on stage, in front of a paying audience, that they can really
be 'themselves'? Is it in thek words, even though m a n y of us have learnt to be sceptical
of the ability of language to represent 'reality'?
Throughout these three case studies I have attempted to hang on to m y
conceptualisation of identity and embodied subjectivity as process (which is m y
theoretical concept which stands for what a person 'is'), and to s h o w that this process
does not stop simply because the person is talking in an interview rather than doing what
they 'normally' do. A conversation is an embodied event and it is therefore untenable to
think of it as completely incommensurate with other forms of bodily practice such as
dancing, playing sport or having sex.
So just as I have tried to blur the boundary between what, for argument sake,
w e might call sexual and non-sexual bodily practices, it follows that conversations must

217

equally exist within this broad realm of bodily practice. Thus, it is significant that the
interviews represented in the last three chapters took place between people with
particular sexual and gendered identities. M o r e importandy, these case studies suggest
that it is possible to think of the pleasure people derive from particular forms of physical
activity as existing within this realm of bodily practice. It then becomes impossible to
think of sexuality as completely separate from a persons 'orientation' to sport or dance.
O f course, if I say I a m heterosexual, this does not tell us m u c h about the kinds of sexual
practices I prefer, just as it does not m e a n I will necessarily prefer to play contact sport
rather than dance. But returning to the notion of 'bodily knowledge' that I developed in
Chapter T w o , activities such as dance and rugby football do have a great deal of
significatory power, and it is clear that m a n y Australians 'know' that these activities say
something about a person's sexuality.2 In this context, these material practices are
experienced in ways which must be balanced against a person's investments ('what kind
of m a n do I think I a m or want to he?7) and, in fact, these material practices m a y b e c o m e
investments, positive or negative, in themselves. O n c e again, what needs to be stressed
here is that experience is multi-dimensional and neither simply an effect of discourse nor
unmediated flesh-against-the-world.
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Chapter Nine
The aesthetic and the self
In the introduction to this thesis I spoke about my intention to 'leave open the
possibility that the physical experience of dance would be an important part of the
stories male dancers tell'. In one sense, this was something of a self-fulfilling prophecy.
The m e n I interviewed told a variety of stories about the ckcumstances in which they
c o m m e n c e d formalttaining,the teachers they enjoyed or did not enjoy learning from,
the lucky breaks and thek fkst professional jobs. But, of course, I have akeady indicated
that I was not particularly interested in the 'mechanics' of dance careers, and I strongly
doubt that, apart from the obvious factors (the dancers were all white and none were
born into extreme poverty), there is a biographical 'formula' which leads to the answer
'male theatrical dancer'. Therefore, in de-emphasising the biographical 'facts' ('first this
happened, then that happened'), I was almost inevitably left with the more reflective data
concerning the act of dancing. But as G o o d s o n (1995) points out, the danger of
focussing o n experience is not so m u c h the erasure of biographical detail, but that
experience m a y become idealised and removed from its social and political contexts.
Therefore, in foregrounding this chapter's focus o n the experience of dance I
would m a k e the following points. Fkst, the privileged social positioning of the white and
mosdy (now) middle class m e n I interviewed is not at issue in this research. Clearly, the
fact that stories about overcoming sexist or racist prejudice or economic hardship did
notfigureprominendy in thek accounts tells us something about the backgrounds of the
dancers and the kind of profession theatrical dance is. However, m y concern from the
start has been with the construction of identities, rather than a sociology of dance,
although there are clearly points of overlap between the two. Second, while the
gendered, classed and raced worlds of theatrical dance have been explored by other
authors (for example, Dempster, 1988; Sherlock, 1993; T h o m a s , 1995; V a n Dyke, 1996;
Wulff, 1998), data from this research strongly suggest that there is more to becoming a
dancer than a convergence of biographical 'factors'. T h k d , accounts of doing and seeing
dance emerged so strongly through data analysis that to ignore them would have been to
ignore the clear emotional significance of these events. In short, what I a m
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foreshadowing here is a return to the 'specificity' of dance, the thorny question of
material experience and the incommensurability of our capacities to feel m o v e m e n t on
the one hand, and to represent it on the other.
It is worth reiterating here that m y use of the term 'specificity of dance' does
not indicate that dance as a physical or social practice 'contains' innate meaning or
significance which is the same for everyone everywhere. Rather, I use it to avoid
reducing dance to its apparent social utility as, for example, a means of meeting people
or an occupation, and to allow space for discussion about the pleasure (or any other
sensation) of doing dance. W e have akeady seen instances of this 'specificity' in Chapters
Six, Seven and Eight. For example, Laurence (Chapter Six) spoke of the dance being
'something else', 'another thing deserving of another name' and an act which
'transformed' the 'ordinary'.
However, as Laurence's impassioned description suggests, 'specificity' is
perhaps too dry and emotionless a word to capture experiences which are not just
'special' or 'different', but also connected with and, in m a n y cases, transformative of the
person's sense of w h o they are. In simple terms, in the case of this research, becoming a
dancer meant discovering n e w ways of moving within and interacting with the world,
and arriving at n e w answers to the question 'who are you?'. This chapter, then, is
concerned with the ways in which m e n talk about the experience of becoming and being
a dancer. It explores connections between the act of dancing and questions of identity
and (returning to m y original research question) asks what discursive resources do male
dancers employ to negotiate thek identities as m e n w h o dance?
In effect, this amounts to a kind of recontextualisation of dancing as a physical
act. B y considering connections between the act of dancing and identity m y intention is
to locate these acts and the accounts that dancers give of them within a particular kind of
context; that is, the thoroughly socialfieldof identity formation. In a sense, I a m arguing
that focusing on the intensely specific (that is, instances of doing dance) opens up
different ways of thinking about 'context' and, therefore, the wider field of social
relations.

Losing and finding one's self
For s o m e of the m e n I interviewed, doing dance in particular contexts was recalled as a
significant experience in itself, and not simply as the first step to becoming a
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professional dancer. However, this significance came not so m u c h as the catalyst for
other events (although it clearly was this in some cases), but from the sheer physical

pleasure of dancing. While we might speculate about the kinds of social dividends which

accrued to these men because of thek interest in dance, it is impossible not to be stru
by the apparent power of these experiences and the intensity with which they are

recounted. Resonating with Laurence's story in Chapter Six, these dancers also talk of
'losing' themselves in the movement. Unlike Laurence, however, these moments are

mosdy pleasurable rather than 'dangerous'.1 In attempting to account for the investment
these men have in being dancers, the pleasure of doing dance emerged as fundamental.
In the following extended piece of dialogue, Allan, a dancer now in his late 40s,
recalls the contexts in which he 'discovered' dance.
Michael:

So are there any dance experiences that w e need to talk
about before you had your career change? Like going to
high school dances?

Allan: No, I never went to a high school dance, not once.
Michael: Something you saw?
Allan: There were very few dance experiences, social dance was
kind of a bit torturous. I had m y first girl friend w h e n I was
19, something like that, w h o I married, w h e n I was 21. W e
were married for seven years, and so I actually kind of went
out with a girl there for a couple of years, that was great.
W e ' d go and watch Daddy Cool, it was like at that time, the
early seventies, Daddy Cool and those kind of bands, and I'd
kind of do this little dancing thing, and she'd kind of dance,
but you know, I wasn't really into it at all, I don't think.
Then I had this, when I was in teachers college I did a drama
major, and in the last, third year of that course in the drama
major, one of the sections a week was Creative Movement,
which consisted mainly of the lecturer putting on Pink Floyd
and going, 'Go! R u n around!' After a couple of months of
that I was really having a great time, you know, I think that,
I would say was the first time I began to really feel any
pleasure from dancing. So, I began to really change m y
social dance.
Michael: Even though it wasn't planned, it kind of worked for you?
Allan: Yeah, it really did work for me. Yeah, it really did work for
m e . I would definitely put it in that category, like I think
there is lots of things you can dance about, and I think, for
me, and I see this in a lot of m e n too, that the attraction for
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dance is energetic, so it's like a release of energy, it's like
getting caught up in the energy of it. I was certainly in that
category, like it was, what happened was at the end of
teachers college m y marriage started to dissolve and I found
that quite kind of distressing in lots of ways. But I'd also got
into this dancing thing and I started to go to pubs and dance
to bands by myself, wearing white, remember the while
Dunlop Volleys?
Michael: Oh yeah.
Allan: With the black laces.
Michael: And the drain pipe jeans?
Allan: Never did the drain pipe jeans. But the Dunlop Volleys with
the black laces, actually I started that. I used to go and dance
like that. I was very proud of that. Y o u find someone else to
do that in 1978, you can't, I was the only one. I would go to
pubs, really, and I would wipe myself out on dancing. I've
never drunk, I still don't drink alcohol. I've never done any
drugs, any kind of recreational drugs, I take drugs for high
blood pressure because that's endemic in m y family, but
I've never done any social drugs and never drunk alcohol.
But I'd go to pubs and I'd dance for a couple of hours to a
band, and kind of, go wild! I was that m a d guy that came in
and danced. In m y mind I was doing the Lone Ranger thing,
like 'who was that guy?' I'd walk in, I'd dance for two
hours, then I'd walk out, silent and proud. I was absolutely
unable, because of the marriage break-up and all that, I was
really not able to deal with the kind of social aspect of that at
all, like go to a pub with a w o m a n . I never, I couldn't even
talk to people, you know. It was like deeply therapeutic for
m e , but I'd get lost. I'd get completely lost in the moving,
and having a great time doing it. Y o u know, really feeling a
kind of totality of experiencing that I really needed. I think it
was partly because I'd never drunk, because I'd never done
drugs, so it was a very heightened kind of state. This was in
m y late twenties. This was the beginning of m e feeling this
dancing thing's really good, you know.
Allan's description of these dance experiences could hardly be more powerful. By
comparing them to what he imagines alcohol and other 'mind altering' drugs to be like
('it was a very heightened kind of state'), he seems even to go beyond Laurence's
'transformation' of the 'ordinary'. At the same time, his story also suggests a kind of
surrender ('getting caught up in the energy of it', 'I'd get completely lost in the moving').
However, it is a surrender which is more active than passive; a dawning sense that dance
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in certain contexts could be pleasurable ('This was the beginning of m e feeling this
dancing thing's really good'), healing ('It was like deeply therapeutic', 'a kind of totality of
experiencing that I really needed5) and a form of physical release ('I would wipe myself
out on dancing'). The impression I take from this passage is of an impassioned swkling
together of emotions and words which reach out for, but never quite capture, a vivid and
yet elusive experience. But Allan also describes this 'heightened state' as a transition
from w h o he was (that is, the state of his life at this time) to some other 'self. For
example, while he could not bring himself to so m u c h as talk to anyone in the pub, he
was able to go 'wild' and leave a changed person ('silent and proud'). Indeed, it would
seem impossible to divorce the obvious pleasure he derived from dancing from his life's
ckcumstances, in this case his dissolving marriage and his sense of himself ('I was really
not able to deal with the kind of social aspect of that at all, like go to a pub with a
woman'). Returning to Burkitt (1999) then, Allan's experience must be seen as a
'complex', simultaneously relational and bodily, but neither reducible to the other.
Steven, n o w 44, began contemporary dance training when he was about 19 and
tells a story which has m u c h in c o m m o n with Allan's. Here he recalls being a 12 year old
boy growing up in a country town and attending the Saturday night rock-and-roll dances.
Steven: There were codified dances that you did together or there
were structures that you danced with other people, you
know, partner dancing or in groups. But I used to just get up
and, and just jump around. H a v e a fantastic time.
Michael: While everybody else was dancing in pairs?
Steven: Yeah. And it got to a certain point where, I mean, I loved the
experience and it felt incredibly creative and I was doing all
sorts of stuff. I was basically choreographing or improvising
on the spot, and feeling that I was truly alive in this
experience. It was being acknowledged by other people at
the dances. I mean, I remember periods of time where whole
groups of people would stop dancing and form circles
around m e and I would be dancing in the middle. N o w , this
is quite an extraordinary thing for m e to think back on. That
in fact, there was an acknowledgment from these people that
something special was happening and that I was being this
very special person doing this something special, in a rock
and roll dance context.
Michael: Hm. Um, why, it's a difficult question, how were you able to
do that? I mean I guess you had an exaggerated sense of
your individuality, to some extent even by this time, that you
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were able to go there and dance alone in front of lots of
people in a small country town. It seems extraordinary.
Steven: Yeah. Thinking back on it, it was incredibly extraordinary.
The only w a y that I can explain it is that I, I loved to take
risks and I think I have for a very long period of time, but
I've also had a very, from m y background I've had this, I
had this sense, this really savvy sense of if I ever get myself
into difficulty, I will find a w a y out of it. That to m e is really
interesting. So I could put myself in this situation which is
quite extraordinary in the context, and if there was a
problem, I just k n e w in m y heart of hearts that I could
actually find a w a y out of it, but, I think because of m y sheer
gall and because other people were getting this sense of m y
absolute passion from what I was doing, that I was not in a
sense of danger or difficulty. I m e a n people used to applaud
m e in these situations. So I had a very strong and positive
and life affirming sense of what dance could be which is
probably different to a lot of other people.
Clearly, the accounts of these two dancers refer to very different phases in thek lives. A n
important element in Steven's story is the negotiation of the danger associated with
being 'different' within what he saw as the stifling conformity of regional working class
life. For Allan, the end of his marriage and the difference between dancing with a partner
and dancing by himself seem to be significant. A n d yet Steven, like Allan, talks of a
transition into what w e might call 'new states of being'. For Steven, it felt 'incredibly
creative' and 'truly alive', terms which it seems safe to assume are intended to contrast
with his 'normal', everyday state. Indeed, he uses the words 'special' and 'extraordinary'
repeatedly throughout the passage. Dance is not simply another form of physical activity,
but an 'absolute passion'.
This sense of freedom, transformation and pleasure is equally palpable in this
passage from my interview with Evan, a 36 year old contemporary dancer:
Michael: You just got to the dance and realised, you heard the music
and you wanted to m o v e to it. It was like really spontaneous
is that what you're saying?
Evan: Yup, yep and I always took up lots of room (laughs). And
from then on from that pub experience whenever I went to
see bands and I, like I saw a lot of bands, I'd go and see
bands a lot and I'd get d o w n the front and I'd dance and
m a k e a big space around m e even if I was in a pub or in a
town hall or somewhere like that, didn't matter if it was
indoor, outdoor. I would be in right in front of the band
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dancing like crazy with everybody making space for m e
(laughs).
Michael: Yeah, and can you remember, it's a hard question to ask but
can you remember anything about what the attraction was. I
k n o w it's a hard thing to recapture, sort of this experience
like years ago but can you remember, can you say can you
put any words on what that was like those early experiences
where the music was on and you wanted to move.
Evan: I think it was really um, a moment of, of explosion and
freedom of expression, I could just do whatever I wanted
and I was in m y o w n world like there was no (pause) block,
things just flowed like the movement flowed and it was just
a flowing I suppose it's just, yeah it was really an expression
like expressing, it was like being able to say m y thoughts
really quickly you k n o w everything that went through m y
mind without thinking.
Compared to the previous two passages, Evan is, if anything, even more explicit about
the difference between the dancing and normal 'selves' when he talks about there being a
'freedom of expression' and 'no block' when he danced. His use of expressions like
'explosion' and 'dancing like crazy' also resonate with Allan's 'release of energy' and
going 'wild', and seem to be evoking a kind of 'primitive' freedom and a self which is
unencumbered by the strictures of daily life. Likewise, Evan's use of the word 'freedom',
Steven's 'truly alive' and Allen's 'totality of experience', gesture in the dkection of
'authenticity', a discursive technique which was prominent throughout Chapters Six,
Seven and Eight.
At the same time, these experiences are also retold as happening within a
performative context, a point which reminds us that w e are talking here about the idea of
freedom and its discursive construction within material contexts. Each of these accounts
include people making space for, gathering around and reacting to this person. In the
following passage, Liam neady combines these ideas of pleasure, freedom and
performance or, in other words, dancing for others and dancing for oneself:
Liam: But I really discovered I loved dancing and was quite good
at it and had a natural rhythm and ability. A n d I remember
the girls in our social group saying T will dance with you,
you are such a good dancer.' A n d you used to love dancing,
probably being a bit of an exhibitionist or something. But
you can love dancing just for the sake of it, I didn't dance
just because I wanted to be watched, I just danced because I
loved dancing. W e used to have these big parquet floor
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- d o m e halls which w e would use for our dances and I can
remember one of the girls and I were in there one afternoon
before something w a s on and no others around just dancing
and just having a fabulous time and it w a s just this sense of
open m o v e m e n t which I just loved and I still love that.
That's w h y I love living up where I live at Warely (a rural
Australian town), it is a sense of space around you and I
used to love that feeling that you had this space you could
m o v e to, to run and spin and leap and just to do that without
the risk of crashing into anything.
It is interesting that while Evan talked about needing to clear a space on the dance floor,
Liam speaks of his 'love' of the geographical space of rural life. That is, while both
deploy notions of 'freedom', there are clear differences. Evan, a straight identifying m a n ,
recalls with pleasure (he laughs) the way he claimed a space to dance. T h e story suggests
an exercising of power and a deske to occupy large amounts of space. O n the other
hand, Liam, a gay identifying m a n , seems to have taken pleasure in the moments of
freedom his ckcumstances have allowed. H e recalls dancing w h e n there were 'no others
around' and connects this with the space afforded by living in the country. While both
dancers talk of 'freedom', h o w these freedoms are achieved and discursively negotiated
seem sharply divergent.
Returning to the question of performance, it is tempting to ask whether Liam
or the other dancers I have quoted so far in this chapter would have found, as Liam
suggests, pleasure in dancing for its o w n sake ('I just danced because I loved dancing')?
But this is, of course, a misleading question since a context free experience is not
possible. These experiences all happened somewhere, usually involving other people in
some way, but always, it seems, within a social/discursive context in which to dance was
recognisably different from 'normality'. T h e dancing self is thus very m u c h an Other
and, therefore, an explicidy performative self. A n d yet this sense of performance rubs up
against the notion of authenticity which was a feature of the data I presented in the
previous three chapters. These dancers, like Laurence and Neil, seem to be saying that
the dancing self is at once an unadulterated expression of w h o they are, and yet
something which seems to derive its significance by virtue of its difference from
'normality'. In short, dance is a place in which they simultaneously 'lose' and 'find'
themselves. This point is perhaps captured simply in two short passages from m y
interview with Jeff, a contemporary dancer. In thisfirstpassage he is describing w h y he
prefers dance to sport.
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Jeff:

Yeah, I think it would be, there's something extremely
personal, you k n o w like, if you were to compare it to sport,
everyone's playing and following a set of rules and I guess
everyone has their o w n style in playing, but there's a lot
more r o o m and there is a lot more immediate from an
audience's view that what they're seeing is actually you.

Later in the interview, w e discussed the kinds of themes he likes to explore in his
choreography:
Jeff: I find it's a way, it's a kind of luxury of artistic expression, I
think, that you can, in a w a y there is a luxury of
disassociating yourself like from your persona in public, to
being, like you k n o w I've done, this thing that I've done in
works, like all [choreographer's n a m e ] works and stuff that I
couldn't do anywhere else. I don't k n o w , I have trouble, I
walk into a store and go to, you k n o w , get all nervous if
someone's talking to m e and I'm really nervous about
relating to people sometimes yet on stage, cool, doing
whatever, you know.
There is one final and more speculative aspect of this data that I want to raise before
moving to the next section of this chapter. It was noticeable that, of the dancers that
talked about losing' themselves, it was the two heterosexual identifying dancers, Allan
and Evan, w h o used words and expressions such as 'wild', 'crazy', 'scary', 'wipe myself
out', 'release of energy', 'cathartic' and 'explosion'. Compared to the stories that
Laurence, Neil, Stephen and Liam told ('effortlessness', 'incredibly creative', 'absolute
passion', 'having a fabulous time'), these accounts (that is, the words they used) have a
more exuberant, almost violent, feel. Indeed, I have just m a d e a similar point about the
different ways in which Evan and Liam talked about the 'freedom' of dancing. I a m well
aware of the dangers of making statements of this kind, particularly on the strength of
selectively chosen excerpts from a small number of interviews. However, m y point is to
pick up on m y conclusion to Chapter Seven, in which I speculated about connections
between sexuality and the pleasure people derive from physical movement. T h e data that
I have presented so far in this chapter, while by no means conclusive, do lend support to
the notion of what w e might call a 'bodily aesthetic'. Here I a m thinking of the ways in
which people use, feel and describe the things they do with thek body which, while
definitely not mapping neady onto sexuality ('straight people do it this way, gay people
do it that way 7 ), sees a person's embodiment, in a Foucauldian sense, as a kind of work
of art.2
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Here it is worth recalling Chapter Four in which I argued that Steven in Jump
was given certain attributes (athletic, physically exuberant, energetic) in order for him to
appear 'normal' or, as I put it, so that he conform to heterosexual norms of male
embodiment. Other motivations such as wanting to create movement, express emotion
or to m o v e in graceful ways were not mentioned. In Chapter Eight w e met Ralph, a
heterosexual identifying m a n w h o talked about the extreme athleticism and physical
danger associated with the dance he does. A n d in the present chapter Allan says 'I see
this in a lot of m e n too, that the attraction for dance is energetic, so it's like a release of
energy'. By contrast, in Chapter Five I looked at Robert Helpmann and, briefly, Fred
Ashton, both gay m e n whose bodily presences and m o v e m e n t tastes seem to have been
very m u c h at odds with hetero-sexist Western gender regimes. Helpmann and Ashton, as
w e saw, m a d e m a n y references to the enjoyment and inspkation they derived from the
ballerina A n n a Pavlova and, in particular, her legendary performances of The Dying Swan
solo. Moreover, both H e l p m a n n and Ashton seem to have become dancers skilled at
movement which, for some onlookers at least, exuded a 'feminine' quality. A n d I have
argued that it was Helpmann's reluctance or inability (depending on one's point of view)
to be 2.particular kind of dancer, one w h o exhibited the athletic qualities which have c o m e
to be associated with modern male ballet stars, which have contributed to him being
labelled a 'technically limited' dancer.
However, it is important to stress that I a m not suggesting a crude typology of
male dancers here. There clearly have been m a n y gay dancers whose approach to dance
movement has been highly athletic, Ted Shawn (Chapter Four) being a clear example of
this, and m a n y heterosexual dancers whose aspkations and tastes explicidy reject this
approach. W h a t I a m suggesting is that just as there exists a range of discursive resources
which people might use in order to construct phenomena, such as identities, there are a
range of bodily resources or potentialities which people take up, and which reinfuse the
ways in which they m o v e , feel and talk about the experience of moving. However, within
this 'taking up', certain patterns and expectations emerge through social relations such
that, for example, male heterosexuality comes to be associated with particular ways of
moving, feeling and talking.
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A 'passion* for dance
I now want to turn to other kinds of accounts that men in this study gave for becoming
dancers. These accounts connect very strongly with the ones I presented in the previous
section, in that they concern moments or events which were significant turning points in
the lives of these men. However, it is dance as a 'passion' (as Steven put it in the
previous section), as a core component and organising force within thek lives and
identities, rather than dance as a physical act, which is the focus here. T h e specificity
here is not such in the way it feels but in the way it transcends being a mere 'job'. But
within this different kind of specificity there is still a strong sense in these data that
dancing represents both an authentic and pleasurably different way of being in the world.
Simon, n o w 50, decided to become a ballet dancer as an 18 year old university
bio-chemistry student. H e tells a story of how, at about age 16, he would watch his
sister's ballet class.
Michael: What are your first memories of dance?
Simon: Probably being dragged along to watch my sister doing
ballet recitals, and feeling a little bit shame-faced about
turning up there while m y sister, you know, bounced around
to a piano, in blue tulle and, you know, cried because her
shoes were hurting her and stuff like that, in a local
suburban dance school at the concert time. I do remember
falling in love with one of m y sister'sfriends,girl friends,
w h o w a s suddenly able to talk about her interests in dance
and w h y she w a s being a dancer. There w a s m e , the sort of
little rational, logical mathematician sort of scientist,
thinking this person is really beautiful, and I can actually
talk to this person, because she is m y sister's friend, so I
could sort of keep m y little interest in her quite quiet. Yet
being, wondering, 'how the hell she could be another one of
those?'
Michael: Because she was so interesting?
Simon: Yes. But she was able to talk in a very interesting way about
what she found (a little later) I remember being really
puzzled by this, and intrigued by someone actually having a
kind of, a kind of experience that I couldn't comprehend.
There seemed to be something embodied in the dancing that
she was alluding to. There w a s some feeling in dancing, and
there w a s also the possibility for her of being engaged in
something which had the capacity to tell some very
fundamental stories. N o w I think they were pretty m u c h
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romantic stories at the time, but nevertheless, there was
something else in there. So there was this other content, and
there was something that was embodied and that was quite
an impressionable experience.
Following this passage, w e talked about the kinds of things he did outside school. As
Simon tells it, it was not until he was well into his university studies that he chose to
become a dancer.
Michael: So your sister's ballet classes never interested you?
Simon: No, sorry, it was only after this encounter with this other
articulate friend of m y sister, I suppose, that I found that fall
over3, and only after I was spending a lot of time in, you
know, the tertiary labs at the time at [name of university],
did I start to think about other possibilities and, and I feel
like I probably m a d e a huge reaction to it. It was like a big,
big, woah, stop. I need to get off this and I'm surprised
about the radicalness of the decision, you k n o w the sort of
passion of the decision, T a m just going to start dancing',
and w h y it was ballet, I suppose, it was the only movement
form that was apparent to m e at the time.
Michael: So when you were standing in the laboratory and these
thoughts were going into your head, what dance experiences
had you had to that point?
Simon: None.
Michael: School dances? P.E.?
Simon: Maybe a barn dance or two, yes, that is sort of part of the
years 1 and 2, sort of social dancing that w e had to do, not
m u c h else.
Michael: You mean, that's it?
Simon: That was it. Yeah, so you put those in a few hours.
Michael: You hadn't danced privately in your room to music?
Simon: No, I didn't have, no I didn't do any of that.
Michael: So it was really in there?
Simon: It was a sort of, a desire.
Michael: Because you hadn't had experience, that it was more about
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Simon:

(Interrupting) It was a decision, I suppose, that was about
m y body, but about fantasy as well.

Michael:

W h a t kind of fantasies?

Simon:

I suppose it w a s a fantasy that this world would be a more, I
think that I thought that this would be a w a y of being, a
working w a y of being, that w a s m u c h more connected to
people. It w a s about dialoguing in a very (pause) it opened
up possibilities of communicating. I think that is what I must
have felt. Yeah. It could have been drama, couldn't it? It
could have been the verbal world of acting or something like
that. Because, I don't k n o w , I really can't quite understand
it. I think it w a s circumstantial, this sort of romantic fantasy
attached to this 14 year old girl, something about the legacy
of seeing Bora's company. 4 Something very m u c h about not
wanting where I was going, and perhaps, seizing on this as a
w a y to actually m a k e a decision for myself.

Re-reading these passages, I was struck by Simon's use of words and phrases such as
'something embodied', 'a kind of experience that I couldn't comprehend', 'fantasy',
'stories', 'fundamental stories', 'deske', 'possibilities' and 'not wanting where I was
going'. O n c e again, w e find elements of getting lost' ('I couldn't comprehend') and
getting 'found' or what have I called 'authenticity' ('fundamental stories'), and a gesturing
away from w h o he was ('not wanting where I was going5) towards something better
('deske', 'possibilities'). Part of his attraction to his sister's friend seems to have related
to the way in which she was able to connect these discursive elements and to give an
articulate rationale for an activity he previously thought of in disparaging terms ('how the
hell she could be another one of those?'). Thus, Simon paints a picture of himself as the
'little rational, logical mathematician sort of scientist' discovering (and, it seems,
eventually changed by) a 'beautiful' mystery in the body of his sister's friend. In a sense,
the gkl and the dance become the same thing ('this sort of romantic fantasy attached to
this 14 year old gkl'); a thing of deske, fantasy and possibility to be explored; in short, a
passion.
There is also a very strong sense that becoming a dancer was an important
'decision' (he uses the word four times in the second passage); that is, becoming a dancer
signalled a chance, no less, to change the kind of person he was becoming and to relate
to the world ('dialoguing', 'communicating') in n e w and interesting ways. But he brings
this 'radical' decision back to the realm of fantasy ('I really can't quite understand it') in a
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m o v e which resonates with the previous section; dancing is both a mystery (a place to be
lost) and a world of possibilities (a place to find oneself).
There were clear resonances in the ways other dancers talked about dance as a
'passion'. Ernie, n o w a contemporary dancer but w h o has spent most of his career in
ballet, talks here of falling in 'love' with ballet:
Ernie:

But I fell in love with it, I really fell in love with the whole
theatrics, I fell in love with being the characters, I fell in
love with being a prince. All of a sudden, I am, you know,
one day I a m up there and I'm a Russian prince in Oniega
you k n o w or Anna Karenina. H o w ' d that happen? It was
amazing, I just loved it. I guess, it w a s always, originally I
wanted to be an actor, and the actor part of m e just totally
responded to those stories.

But dancing for Ernie is not only about fantasy; it is also an important component of
'who he is'. T h e following passage comes from a discussion w e had about the degree to
which m e n are able to access thek emotions in positive ways.
Ernie:

Well, that's where I go, because I'm a dancer. I think I have
always instinctively done that. I haven't always been a
dancer, but if I w a s to ask w h y I think I became a dancer,
then I think there is something sensual in m e that draws m e
to do that. I'm not drawn to maths, I a m not drawn to
politics or something, or thinking in a political way, but I a m
drawn to w h e n music's on, it makes m e want to m o v e , and it
goes somewhere, to a thought, to an idea, or to an emotion
that inspires movement, inspires physicality. I don't know.

Ernie's account also connects with Simon's in the way he contrasts dancing with what
w e might tentatively characterise as more 'rational' pursuits like mathematics. While I
return to this point in the next section of this chapter, again I a m inclined to use the
word 'aesthetic' here to describe the contours of Simon's and Ernie's identities as m e n
and as dancers. Both are straight identifying and, as w e will see later, spoke of rejecting
some of the attributes of stereotypical masculinity. They both spoke warmly and gendy
and had voices which, for want of a better term, were cosmopolitan Australian (not
unlike Laurence). In short, the impressions they made on m e were of particular kinds of
heterosexual men. A n d yet I a m not convinced that a typology of 'masculinities' of the
kind suggested by authors such as Willis (1977), M a c an Ghaill (1994) or Connell (1995)
captures what I a m getting at here. For example, neither m e n are from particularly
affluent families and yet they both embodied a kind of 'sophistication' which w e might
easily associate with middle class up-bringing. Rather, thek embodied presences and the
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stories they told suggest that both m e n became and remain invested in particular bodily
and discursive resources; sensitive, thoughtful, straight m e n , passionate artists.
Jarrod is a contemporary dancer whose 'passion' for dance was ignited by a
particular dance performance.
Jarrod: And someone I met, oh, which was really, really an exciting
m o m e n t , one week I went to see this show in [Australian
city], didn't k n o w anything about it, just saw this poster
which I thought was great and it was called Stomp and I
went to see it and it was this amazing, amazing, a half an
hour dance work in a warehouse. W e all rocked up to this
place that w a s called [unclear] which w a s the old knit
factory sort of thing, and this is crazy. Sixteen year olds
going...what's going on!? A n d we'd never seen anything
like this before and suddenly w e were just exposed to this
incredible performance which was nothing like I'd ever seen
before. But I just saw it and went, I just k n e w straight away
that that is hot. Like, I just knew. I didn't k n o w what it was
called. I didn't k n o w the word contemporary dance at that
time and I just went that's one of the newest, most
interesting things in dance I've ever seen.
From this point on Jarrod became more involved in dance and ultimately more
committed to pursuing it as a career. Shortly after this performance he made contact
with the dkector of the company he had seen.
Jarrod: It seems times in my life I can put changes and shifts in my
life d o w n to almost an exact m o m e n t and the exact m o m e n t
for that shift in m y life came d o w n to w h e n I had a
conversation with her [the director of the company] and she
said 'do it'. A n d from then on it just accelerated and
amplified and I was doing as m u c h dance as I could, getting
in contact with as m u c h dance as I could. Suddenly, and that
became the drive of m y life and it felt reallyrightand it just
rocked and I enrolled in more courses in dance. I got in
contact with [his state's leading contemporary company] and
started doing classes with them occasionally, and it just got
more and more.
There are clearly qualitative discursive differences between Ernie's 'love' of ballet and
Jarrod's 'drive' to pursue contemporary dance. Ernie's words seem consistent with the
sense of tradition, fantasy and romance with which ballet is often associated, while
Jarrod's convey something of the dynamism and innovation ('exciting', 'nothing like I'd
ever seen before', 'it just rocked') that, for many dance people, is the raison d'etre of
contemporary dance. There is, once again, a contrasting aesthetic dimension to both of
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these accounts. However, what is consistent between them is what appears to be the
centrality of dance in thek lives.
This aesthetic dimension is illustrated neady in the following passage from my
interview with Graham. There is much that distinguishes Graham from Jarrod. At 58, he
is 28 years older, has been involved in ballet all his life and is not, it has to be said, a
great fan of contemporary dance. A n d yet, he also recalls witnessing a particular m o m e n t
of dance which, as he tells it, sealed his life's trajectory.
Michael: So you were going to see the ballet at quite an early age?
Graham: Oh yes. I mean, yes it was a very exciting time actually, you
know. I m e a n w h e n the ballet came into the city because, it
was the only major ballet company because there weren't
touring companies in those days, particularly, and it was so
expensive (for companies to tour). A n d so it was a great, it
was like 4 or 5 weeks w h e n I'd be at the ballet at least four
nights a week. Really.
Michael: Right.
Graham: Yeah, because they used to change programmes a lot too. It
was very exciting and every n o w and then of course in, in
the 50s and then the Royal Ballet came, you know, and they
performed here for 3 weeks and that was really exciting. I
remember L y n Seymour and Donald McLeary did the very
first Swan Lake here in [Australian city]. They were two 15
year olds being tried out and, fantastic. Yeah, I used to,
yeah, every chance I got.
Michael: Because you were saying you were, you were training as a
ballet dancer, for quite a while before you decided that's
what you wanted you career to be.
Graham: Oh yes, yes, oh yes.
Michael: So, are you saying that you were a very keen watcher of
ballet even before you decided that's what you wanted to be.
Graham: Oh yes. Absolutely. No I was, well yeah, it took me a long
while to decide that this was what I'd like to pursue really.
A n d as a matter of fact, I mean it was the Borovansky in the
end product, that made that decision for m e . Y o u know,
watching the company and thinking this is really what I
would like to do.
Graham's memories are full of the excitement of 'being there', of being part of a live
audience witnessing highly skilled performances, and he remembers the experience as
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having made" an indelible impression on him. Sherlock (1999, p. 213) has called this
emotional response the 'thrill of the aesthetic', and it is a term which seems to be equally
applicable to Jarrod's account. H e too recalls the excitement of the location ('what's
going on!?') and the 'incredible' performance.
In the following short passage Mark, also a retired ballet dancer, tells of a
similar m o m e n t which, although not part of a large audience, recalls the impact of a
particular performance:
Mark: And so they sent me and my sister to my father, so when
they (his father and step-mother) had a n e w baby they sent
us to boarding school. Which w e saw that as a punishment,
but they saw that as higher education, and better
opportunity. But because of our background before that, it
was really hard to, to, to assimilate these ideas, you know.
A n d that was about the time, w h e n I was about 12 w h e n I
saw m y first ballet film with Anton Dolin and Alicia
Markova, I saw Giselle.
Michael: Ballet film? With Dolin?
Mark: Anton Dolin when he was in Giselle. And I said 'that's what
I want to do'.
Michael: When you were twelve?
Mark: And um, I was going to boarding school, ten boys in a room.
Michael: Where were you at boarding school?
Mark: In [Australian city]. And ah, I went home and said T want to
have dance lessons', and I think they bought m e a tennis
racket.
With hindsight, I n o w see that the next question to ask was probably 'what was it about
Anton Dolin that was so striking?' Instead, immersed in talk about Mark's family life, I
moved the conversation in a different dkection and the opportunity to clarify this point
was lost. However, from this point at age 12, Mark, like Graham and Jarrod, spoke of
giving himself over to dance.
Other dancers also described the way dance took hold of thek lives. Stewart, a
contemporary dancer, repeatedly used the word 'beast' to describe his relationship with
it.
Stewart: I was obviously I think looking for some creative thing and
the music was what I'd done so I was sort of following that,
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thinking that was what it was, but little did I k n o w around
the corner there was going to be this n e w door open. So
then, I then got appointed to teaching in a small country
school and at that small country school I met s o m e people
that had been involved with a sort of dance c o m p a n y d o w n
here run by a w o m a n called Sarah Lees and, over the three
years I taught there I sort of got to k n o w them and their kids,
and they took m e to see s o m e of her performances and
something just started to u m , awaken in m e , I suppose, yeah.
Michael:

H o w old are you by this time?

Stewart: 25. So at 25 I decided to resign from full time teaching to
pursue the dance beast to see where it would lead, which is a
very insane, brave, stupid, crazy, illogical step. But I was,
kind of w a s obviously driven, cos that's really what I wanted
to do.
So even though it took time for his interest in dance to 'awaken', Stewart n o w talks of
himself as having been 'driven' to the point of leaving an established career in teaching
for the uncertainty of life as an artist. T h e idea of dance as a 'beast' seems to convey
something of the mystery which Simon described, while also harking back to the theme
of 'losing' oneself in dance. It is as if Stewart sees himself 'hanging on' and not really
being in control of where it might take him.
Indeed, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the discursive sense of mystery
and fantasy which emerges from these stories is central to the construction of dance as a
'passion'. It is its difficult-to-pin-down-ness which moves it away from mere work and
into a discursive space which is, in a sense, under-resourced. It is its open endedness
which, on the one hand, means that a reason for doing it is difficult to articulate and, on
the other, makes it an apparendy exciting realm of possibility.
Dance is also a financially uncertain and unusual career choice for m e n ,
particularly if c o m m e n c e d late like m a n y of the dancers in this study. Stewart s u m m e d
this up by calling it 'a very insane, brave, stupid, crazy, illogical step'. But dance is also an
'art form', a term which suggests that the people w h o do it are 'artists', and this too
proffers on it a sense of mystery and fantasy, both with respect to the creative process
and the fleeting nature of the finished 'product'. Despite 30 years as a dancer and
choreographer, Simon still talked imprecisely about dance as embodying 'something' and
having 'some feeling'. This is not intended as a criticism of Simon or any of the m e n I
interviewed, but rather to recall that dance operates on the cusp of our bodily and
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linguistic experiences and capacities. It is these elements which help to constitute dance
as a 'passion' rather than just a 'job'. But as Rory, a ballet-turned-contemporary dancer,
reminds us, it is important to keep in mind that Western theatrical dance also sits on the
cusp between art and work. It is a 'specific' form of bodily practice which, at least in this
research, is often constructed as a way out of the everyday. A t the same time it is always
performed by a 'self firmly rooted in the here-and-now.
Rory:

It's all I know. I could do other things but (pause)
sometimes I think, like it's taken a lot out of m e and it's m y
passion and I love it and it's really draining, emotionally.
Like going out on stage and trying to keep believing in
yourself, even w h e n you get like over it and spending your
days in theatres indoors all the time. Sometimes I think G o d ,
because I think I can get just as m u c h m o n e y doing, you
k n o w (pause) A n d that's the saddest, saddest thing is like the
sport in this country, you k n o w . All these people getting
paid all that money, and w e w o r k just as hard, like to get
where w e are. We're just as specialised in our form and w e
get paid shit. I could get a job here at the cafe and I'd be
getting paid the same amount.

A certain 'physicality'
In Chapters Six, Seven and Eight, w e saw different kinds of answers to the question of
'how is a male dancer possible?'. Each of the three m e n talked either dkectly or indkecdy
about what it means to be male and the ways in which this connected with being a
dancer. For example, in Chapter Seven w e saw h o w notions of politics, gender and
sexuality came together to shape both Neil's dance work and his identity. O n the other
hand, in Chapter Eight, I argued that Ralph's 'cool' heterosexuality helped to empty his
dance work of meaning, as opposed to fuelling it. This is not to suggest that it meant
nothing to him, but rather that he tended to depersonalise and distance himj-^from it.
In this section, I show h o w other m e n negotiated the 'problem' of the male dancer.
It is important to point out that, as with the previous section, m u c h of the data
I present here will both resonate and clash with earlier data excerpts. This is a reminder
that applying qualitative codes to recorded conversational interviews involves a kind of
'warfare' with the raw data. W e do not speak in codes or thematically organised chunks
and, even though w e m a y assign multiple codes to sections of text, the decision to
include particular sections under broad thematic headings, while excluding others, is
never clear-cut.
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It will come as no surprise to the reader to learn that none of the m e n I
interviewed saw thek involvement in dance as a 'problem'. In a biographical sense, four
had had fathers w h o either actively disapproved or, as Ian put it, 'couldn't understand
why I enjoyed it so much', while there were at least three others who, like Ralph, had not
reached the decision to become a dancer without second thoughts. But there were none
w h o considered being a dancer inconsistent with being a man. O n the other hand, h o w
this consistency was achieved varied gready. The 'problem' of consistency, of course,
relies on what kinds of things 'dance' and a 'man' are taken to be, and it is here that the
sense of the 'aesthetic' that I have attempted to develop emerges as most significant.
These data show h o w the dancers I interviewed brought together constellations of
qualities to form complex, gendered, works of art: themselves.
Rory, w h o m w e met briefly in the previous section, is a straight identifying
man. The idea that dance could be a very 'masculine' activity came through very strongly
in our conversation. In the following short passage w e are discussing his initial
difficulties with ballet.
Michael:

So you would have been a bit behind, I suppose.

Rory:

Yes, w a y behind, and there was one boy there that had been
doing it for years, and I was w a y behind him, and I felt like
shit all the time, you know, just really upset. I felt like I was
going nowhere. For some reason I just kept pushing, kept
wanting to do it.

Michael:

So h o w c o m e you didn't bail out?

Rory:

Well, this guy, Ted Litchfield, I think he saw some talent in
m e and he was pushing m e a lot and teaching m e really good
masculine sort of steps. H e could see m y passion for it, so I
think he sort of kept pushing.

A little later in the interview I returned to Rory's comment about 'masculine steps':
Michael:

Y o u talked before about your teacher at [high school name]
teaching you good masculine steps. W h a t do you m e a n by
that?

Rory:

Just like, well in classical ballet there's a lot of difference
between what the male does and the female does, yeah,
heaps. Especially the principal male, you know, he does his
turns in second, she does her's [unclear] They look the same
but they're sort of very different in their style, you know.
The solos too, like the virtuoso solos that the principals do,
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the w o m e n come out and do like lots of point work and the
m e n have to come out and do like jumps and turns and
double tours. H e used to show m e a lot of Russian, footage
of Russian, the Kirov dancers and stuff dancing there. I used
to watch them and these guys, like they're men, and they
k n o w h o w to move. Y o u watch them and it's such a
masculine thing, you k n o w when you see, have you seen any
of those Georgian dancers?
Michael:
Oh,
yeah.
Rory:dance like men and they have got fires in their bellies
They
and it's such a strong thing, you know, you don't sit there
going oh this is s o m e h o w feminine. Y o u sit there going
fuuuck! Look at that jump, you know. That's what got m e
into it, like it was like that stuff that m a d e m e go, W o w !
That's not prissy. That's what he showed m e , yeah.
Michael:
Sounds
like you're kind of still into that?
Rory: I mean I love all different types of choreography but I
Yeah.
prefer like the men, the real masculine side of dance, you
know. A good part of [unclear] I love the [unclear] dancing
with a w o m a n , you know. Having the energy with a w o m a n
is fab.
There is a straightforward contrast here between the way Rory talks about ballet and, say,
Neil (Chapter Seven). While Rory celebrates the male dancer's 'fire' ('they dance like
men'), athleticism ('look at that jump') and 'energy with a woman', Neil has arrived at a
point in his life in which he wants to critique these kinds of dance conventions. A n d
while Rory appears to link 'masculine' dancing with 'dancing with a woman', for Neil,
the predominance of male/female relationships in the choreography he was often asked
to do is precisely the thing he n o w wants to reject. These two divergent accounts,
represent very different motivations for dancing and very different discursive
productions of a male dancer. They also lend a little more support to m y suggestion that
sexuality is not divorced from the ways in which movement is experienced and
described.
Mitchell is a straight identifying contemporary dancer who, having grown up in
the country, moved to the city to train as a physical education teacher. H e recalls:
Mitchell: Growing up there (his home town) was very quiet and safe
in m a n y ways and ah, as you do in most country towns, all I
did was play sport all m y life, including Aussie Rules
football, I was a swimmer, played tennis, golf, anything
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really, a bit of cricket. I wasn't really successful, that
successful at cricket but ah, it was a lot of fun, you k n o w in
a small town.
Later in the interview, I asked Mitchell if he could remember any involvement in dance
as a boy.
Mitchell: No (laughs) it just wasn't on the agenda. And I was too
busy, I w a s the sort of kid that was out, outdoors all the
time, I used to love it. Y o u know, kicking a football around,
that was sort of what w e did after school. Then of course I
was part of the football club so then training came and I was
part of the swimming team. I was always doing things,
always very physically active. I guess in later years too,
getting into dance, that's w h y , one of the aspects that
appealed to m e a lot too, was its physicality. I think it did,
did help m y dance as well, help m y co-ordination, things
like that, because I started quite late. I was, it wasn't till I
was 21 that I started dance and then to consider it as a career
option, it's sort of interesting.
Mitchell became involved in dance at university, firsdy as a compulsory part of his
physical education teacher preparation ('I found myself enjoying it again', 'it wasn't as
bad as I thought it was going to be'), and then later through lunch time classes that some
of his female friends were attending ('I think I literally fell in love with the whole class
situation'). A s a junior m e m b e r of an amateur company ('I was pretty rough'), he came
into contact with a number of more experienced dancers and choreographers.
Mitchell: So at that stage I was already working with like Australian
choreographers, and good ones. So it was good. Like I said
the works were good and then seeing some of these other
guys w h o had been dancing for a few more years than I had,
doing these amazing jumps and leaps and turns and stuff, it
was pretty appealing too. Saying 'yeah', and you went
wow!', 'this stuffs really good.' So that sort of, I guess,
m a d e m e develop the interest in dance.
Mitchell also tells a story of seeing a particular Australian contemporary dance company
perform and deciding that this was the company he wanted to work for. H e recalls liking
the company's 'visual' appeal, its 'artistry' and its 'multi-racial' 'look'. H e also felt that the
company's emphasis on 'theatricality' and 'character', as opposed to technique made it
easier for him.
Mitchell: Yes the character based thing. It was something I probably
could cope with better than, because m y technique wasn't as
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strong as everybody else perhaps. But I was getting better,
and it was all starting to fall into place.
Michael: Mm. Ok.
Mitchell: And yeah, again, I think that, back to that physicality sort of
got m e through, because I like going at it, going hard at it.
Michael: Harks back to being, having a sporting background.
Mitchell: Yep, yeah, and I, I just, you know, loved it. You know, the
more the, the harder the better, sort of thing. Y o u know, just
go at it (laughs).
Michael: So were you a technical dancer or were you a physical
dancer?
Mitchell: Oh, definitely physical, ah, but I remember still having to
develop m y form and also m y sense of artistry, I had to think
about a lot too. I m e a n I had [a well k n o w n dance teacher]
saw m e dance once and she said 'you, you're very good
sometimes but sometimes (pause)'
It would be quite misleading to suggest that Mitchell simply saw dance as a kind of sport.
Mitchell definitely does see himself as an 'artist' and not simply an athlete, and having
spent a number of years at his chosen company, left to pursue his career as a
choreographer. Furthermore, it is clear that dance can mean many different things at
once for different dancers. For example, Ian, a straight identifying ballet-turnedcontemporary dancer, told a very similar story to Mitchell's of growing up in a country
town, being very involved in sport and enjoying the physical challenge of dance. For Ian,
dance was both an athletic challenge but it could also be a thing of beauty.
Ian: So for me, it was, it was the whole thing of someone had
created something that w a s beautiful, and I wanted to be a
part of that. T o actually move, to actually do something
physically because I was so into m y sport and everything
else, and to actually do something that could look pleasing
to the eye, not just on an athletic point of view, but you
know, something a little bit more again.
However, it is what Mitchell describes as dance's 'physicality' ('one of the aspects that
appealed to m e a lot too, was its physicality', 'these amazing jumps and leaps and turns',
'going hard at it', 'the harder the better') which is by far the dominant theme. Mitchell's
notion of physicality, which suggests feats of athleticism and requking great exertion
clearly resonate with Rory's words, but also recall the sense of exuberance and physical
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danger which was a feature of Allen's and Evan's stories earlier in this chapter and
Ralph's from the previous chapter.
M y point here is not to suggest that, as straight m e n , these dancers are capable
of greater athleticism or that w e can isolate thek experience of dance and label it as
qualitatively peculiar to straight men. M y argument is that, in constituting themselves as
male dancers, they deploy discursive resources which construct thek dance practice and
themselves as dancers in ways which are inflected (not determined) by stereotypical, one
might say heteronormative, discourses of male embodiment. This thesis is not explicidy
about the dance work that these dancers do, but I have also suggested that just as
commentators have discussed the 'mark' of gay dancers and choreographers upon thek
work, w e might also consider the mark of straight artists o n their work. Thus, I have also
extended this analysis to include not only the ways in which these m e n describe the
dance they do (discursive practices), but also the dance they like to do (physical pleasure)
and, in s o m e cases, create.
However, I also want to avoid falling into the trap of suggesting that 'male
athleticism equals heterosexuality'. A s Burt (1995) and Kopelson (1997) have argued,
m u c h of the mystique and adulation of Nijinsky's athleticism was generated by his
considerable gay male following. There is nothing essential about a leaping male body
which precludes it from being a thing of erotic appeal for anyone, just as there is no
single essential root from which springs what w e call 'sexuality'.
Therefore, in order to clarify and develop this point further, I turn n o w to
some other stories. In the previous section I introduced Stewart, a gay identifying
contemporary dancer. Like Liam (another gay identifying dancer), Stewart talked about
the physical pleasure of dancing. However, right from the beginning Stewart describes
this as connecting with his interests in music and what he calls 'creativity'. In the
following passage he begins by talking about his choice of university course.
Stewart:

H o w e v e r I couldn't find a course which would balance the
social sciences with music so I ended up just doing social
sciences. A n d then it w a s in about m y third year that another
slightly, y o u k n o w , left of centre arts student w h o w a s a very
good friend of mine sort of suggested w e go and try s o m e
kind of extracurricular dance classes at the Uni. A n d I
thought, 'oh, that could be a bit of a laugh'. A n d I think w e
were playing tennis and squash to keep vaguely fit and jog
around the oval. A n d it w a s all, w e k n e w it was keeping you
fit but it was, it didn't kind of, it didn't engage m e , and I had
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no desire to sort of enter into the big competitive team thing.
So w e did some of those classes. A n d they were a bit of a
hoot but they didn't work for m e all that well because they
were mostly attended by, except for this friend and myself,
w e were the only two males there, all the others were girls,
and they had had a lot more dance experience so the classes
were just kind of w a y above us, basically sort of double
crossed and fell over and went the wrong w a y and all that
sort of stuff. But w e kind of stuck at it for a semester I think.
And, and then the following year I remember the university
musical society, and within that there were sort of bits where
there was some kind of, some choreography and dancing
happening with the music and the script and I think w h e n I
started to go, 'hey this is u m , this is really good, I really
enjoy this' and it was called (pause) [a little later] Yeah ,
yeah, I m e a n I only did two with the society but that I
remember was sort of, just a bit of a significant, and I
suddenly remember thinking 'this is really good, I'm really
enjoying this. It's good' and it's within that kind of hot bed
of creativity sort of (pause) tertiary level students w h o were,
you know, enjoying that new-found wonderful freedom,
independence and hormones rushing in all directions. It was
a really heady time in m y life, yeah, yeah, that connected as
being something that was really good. All the time
throughout this I was also continuing m y music studies so
that creative bent was still happening too.
Michael: So what was it that you decided that you really liked?
Stewart: (Pause) I suppose it was sort of the physicality of it. The
whole thing of moving to music, in structured ways with
other people in choreographed sequences. I guess there's
also all the performance stuff, you k n o w the smell of the
crowd and all the grease paint, all that other stuff as well,
plus all the other stuff I was referring to before. And, I think,
it was just, it was just physically moving, I just really
enjoyed that, you k n o w I guess it was bringing together
those other things that moving within the sports context
didn't, you k n o w there was creativity, there was music, there
was there was a whole artistic agenda there that was more
satisfying to m e . So I suppose it was, talking about physical
and, and aesthetic triggers.
Stewart's 'physicality' has little of the athletics and none of the 'danger' w e saw in other
previous accounts. Instead, it rests within an atmosphere which he recalls as 'creative',
'artistic' and is associated with 'performance', 'freedom' and 'independence'. Whereas
dance was something of a natural progression from sport for dancers like Mitchell, Ian
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and Rory, Stewart sees dance as a means of physical expression for which sport had
proved completely inadequate.
Jarrod is another gay identifying contemporary dancer who draws a clear
distinction between sport and dance. In the following passage, Jarrod is talking about
school sport.
Jarrod: I really just didn't get into, mainly because of the political
sort of standing of all the student m o v e m e n t students in the
year sort of thing.
Michael: How do you mean?
Jarrod: Well the jocks kind of, the big issue of the jocks and there
were a lot of them at m y school.
Michael: They ruled did they?
Jarrod: Yeah, and they made you feel like shit a lot and I wasn't
very, I wasn't very good at sporting (pause) But I wasn't
incredibly uncoordinated, I just wasn't great and I don't
think I really wanted to be perfect anyway.
Michael: You weren't that interested anyway?
Jarrod: No. No. It was fun and I always enjoyed physical exercise.
M y family were quite sport orientated as well. So, it's
always been a part of m y life sort of thing but it was no big
deal. But then I kind of got to the point where, every sport I
tried, I just was like, nuh! It's got nothing to it, like it's just
sport and that's it. I didn't get any of the thrill from
competing very m u c h and that sort of stuff. I didn't like
watching it. I hated watching it. A n d dancing can be really
physical and it's fun, like I have had so m u c h fun. I couldn't
remember feeling like shit ever doing it, and I felt confident
doing it, because I could quite well.
Jarrod's recollection of sport as 'no big deal' and 'just sport and that's it' recalls Neil's
description of it as something he 'sort of did' but which lacked a 'reason'. Clearly, Jarrod
is constructing himself as not one of the 'jocks' and it is not difficult to see w h y he
would be far less likely to become invested in sport. So, like Neil and Stewart, he says
(and here Jarrod is clearly making a point, almost as if he wants to convince someone)
that dance is physical and that he had fun doing it, as if to say that dance is just as valid a
form of exercise, while also being so much more.
The sense that Jarrod is constructing a particular kind of physicality also came
through in the way he talks about the choreographic work he does. In the following
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passage, Jarrod is responding to m y question about the relevance of his sexuality to his
dance work.
Jarrod: Yeah. It's sort of a naive comment in a way, but as a
performer, the comments that I get, a lot that people can be
aroused by m y performance sometimes, and I think that
naturally because of that, because m y sexuality is a
crossover into everything that I do. So, but it's not
oppressive because it's never been a big deal, like it's just
been there, it's always been part of m y life. Even w h e n I
wasn't sexually active or anything like that, or even prepubescent, sexuality was still part of m y life in a weird kind
of way, it was present, and I think it's that, they are parallel
in a way. But by no means, I don't yeah, aesthetically, with
making work, I don't choose to m a k e work based on
sexuality because I find it difficult, and honestly don't talk
about it very much.
Michael: And other things you do?
Jarrod: Yeah, yeah, exactly. I'm interested in other things. But, I
don't k n o w if it comes under sexuality or gender, what
you're talking about, but gender is really part of m y work,
and I have gone through different ways of looking at gender
and coming here was a really big issue with dealing with
gender because w e trained in a very classical w a y
sometimes, and classical dance naturally deals with male
and female bodies as being different. A s male female bodies
on that I would agree that they are, they can be different, but
I would suggest that they can also be very similar, even to
the point of it not being distinguishable because there are so
m a n y cases in history and n o w that bodies have been born
with
Michael: (Interrupting) Difference.
Jarrod: Difference. Surely different gender and you just can't, you
can't generalise like that, and so m a n y people do and it
really infuriates m e and w h o , you k n o w those jokes on bad
American sitcoms that are to do with 'oh you're just being
m e n ' or 'you're just being w o m e n ' and whatever, and what
sex is better, and so on, and it's just bullshit. I hate it so
m u c h I just cannot go there. I just can't understand that,
what defines female and male thinking as well as bodies as
well.
Michael: Exactly.
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Jarrod:

Yeah, really that comes into m y work a lot. A n d last year I
m a d e a work which involved five dancers, four of them were
female and one w a s myself, because I dance in m y o w n
work, and an important part of it w a s the m o v e m e n t not to
indulge too far in any sort of gender specific way, but not to
be inhuman. It w a s still h u m a n bodies moving, but just that.
The surface w a s a h u m a n body and that w a s the point of
discussion, not a certain type of h u m a n body or certain
gender.

O f course, there is a temptation to conclude that, as a gay m a n , it is not surprising that
Jarrod, like Neil, should want to interrogate concepts related to gender and sexuality in
his work. This was also true for other gay identifying dancers such as Steven and Stewart.
But it was also true of Allen, Ernie and Simon, all straight identifying men. For example,
Ernie commented:
Ernie:

I m e a n , I'm always, s o m e of the times I get really peeved
here is because I often wonder, sometimes I think we're just
staying on the same stereotypes of males being strong and
lifting and the gkls just being girls, and I wonder w h y we're
not trying to change s o m e of the stereotypes.

O n the other hand, there was one gay dancer, Jason, w h o argued strongly (like Ralph in
Chapter Eight) that this kind of issue driven choreography was 'boring' and 'dated', and
number of straight dancers, particularly Mitchell, Rory, Ian, Jeff, Evan and G r a h a m who,
while sympathetic, saw it as not particularly relevant to thek o w n work.
But despite all of this, this last passage from m y interview with Jarrod shows
him not just wanting to challenge stereotypes, but also bringing his identity as a gay m a n
to bear on w h o he is as a dancer and the dance he wants to do ('because m y sexuality is a
crossover into everything ', 'gender is really part of m y work', 'really that comes into m y
work a lof). Thus, he constructs a particular physical and artistic aesthetic which,
although not reducible to his sexuality, is clearly not disconnected from it either.
In concluding this section, there might be a temptation to categorise the
dancers I spoke to as the 'athletes', the 'artists' and some other equally unsatisfactory inbetween group. But I cannot do this. Over the course of this chapter, and not just this
section, I have tried to show that the words these m e n use to construct themselves are
inflected by dominant gender regimes, but at the same time elude crude classification. I
interviewed straight m e n w h o were 'sporty' and 'blokey', particularly Mitchell and Ian
w h o would not be out of place in a local football team. But I also interviewed others
w h o , through thek language, voice and physical presence, came across as 'artists'. A n d
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yet, the embodied presence of these m e n did not determine the words they used to
describe thek dance work. A s w e saw, both Mitchell and Ian saw themselves very m u c h
as artists. W h a t these data do s h o w is that there are a range of ways of being a m a n and a
dancer. But rather than a particular sexuality being a pre-requisite for being a male
dancer (as the in the case of the gay stereotype) or being of n o significance at all (as
some commentators have argued), it informs and infuses the identity and, it would seem,
the dance practices of particular male dancers in delicately nuanced ways.

What's sex got to do with it?
This brings us to thefinalsection of this chapter in which I consider the ways in which
dancers did or did not connect thek identities as dancers with thek o w n sexual identities.
As w e saw in Chapter Seven, Neil m a d e connections between his sexual identity as gay
and his life as a dancer, both in terms of them being potentially 'traumatic' life choices
which were supported by bis family, and in terms of the dance he was n o w interested in
doing and making. W e also saw evidence of this in the excerpts from m y interview with
Jarrod w h o saw his sexuality as a 'crossover into everything that I do'.
However, in conducting the coding and analysis for this chapter, an interesting
thing happened. Although I had expected to find that the gay identifying dancers
thought thek sexuality and interests in dance were linked, this turned out to be true in a
only a small n u m b e r of cases. Indeed, while I had originally imagined myself reporting
something to the effect that the straight identifying dancers tended not see thek o w n
sexuality as relevant, it became obvious that the 'relevance of sexuality' question was
something / had been more likely to pose to the gay identifying dancers. A n d while I
asked all of the dancers if they saw the politics of gender and sexuality as interesting
choreographic themes, the important question of whether being straight had anything to
do with becoming a dancer was one that I tended not to ask.
This is clearly a significant point. It is a reminder that the interviews took place
between two people with sexual identities, not just one; that I was more interested
(perhaps 'curious' is a better word here) in what the gay dancers had to say on this
matter, and that I assumed that the straight dancers might be threatened or confused by
this question.
However, in the end, this point also highlights and, in a way, confirms one of
the main themes I have tried to develop over this and the previous four chapters. That
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is, it is not sexuality perse which is significant here. Rather, it is that these m e n constitute
themselves, thek very subjectivities, using particular discursive resources and, what
Mauss (1973) called, 'techniques of the body' in ways which exhibit clear traces of
dominant gender regimes but which are by no means determined by them.
Thus, we find Simon, a straight identifying dancer, talking here not only about

the connections between dance and sexuality, but also about the significance of sexuali
in our lives more generally.
Simon: And I work with, my experience of working with young and
old dancers of all sorts of experience is, I find their sexual
experiences interesting. They become the content of work,
or m y experiences become the content of work. But they
don't become a reason for disapproval of judgement, and it
is part of, m y kind of theatre of making one's sexuality is a
vital ingredient, but the nature of it is always complex and
the specifics of it are interesting no matter where they are
located.
A n d later:
Simon: The strange thing is that even now my perception of what
the world of art is, and its situation in a larger society has
changed a lot. A n d m y thinking about the body and the kind
of the dialogues between people that can happen are
different to a large degree and I a m m o r e interested in
performance installation, than a sense of a stage and an
audience. I suspect that there are still some through lines and
they would be to do with something about our fleshliness,
something about sexuality. This is sort of a dynamic, which
is to do with something sensual, and something that
resonates in there, and this tension that exists between
people of knowing and not quite knowing one another, and
sort of trying to m a k e sense of one's world.
As a dancer and choreographer, Simon has worked with a number of choreographers
considered amongst contemporary dance's most innovative and now, as a dance
academic, deploys the language of contemporary social theory. H e says that his interests
have m o v e d beyond 'stage' and 'audience' and that his work is informed by his
'perception' of the 'world of art' and 'a larger society'. It is in this context, as a
thoughtful and serious artist, that he deploys notions of sexuality. But, interestingly, he
reflexively includes himself here ('my experiences become the content of work'), once
again suggesting that the language, theory and practices of postmodern dance has left its
mark on who he is and what he does.
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W h a t this passage also highlights is the danger of confusing sexual preference, a
label one gives others or oneself, and sexuality as an arena of social life. Indeed, here
Simon seems to be using sexuality to suggest a realm of bodily experience, and to
connect the relationship one forges with the world with notions of sensuality and
pleasure.
On the whole, the gay identifying dancers I interviewed were reluctant to
connect and, in a sense, reduce being a dancer to thek sexuality in any straightforward
way, as this passage from interview with Stephen exemplifies:
Michael: Do you see a connection between um, your sexuality and
your decision to pursue dance?
Stephen: No. I don't, I, I, that's, that's really interesting for me. I
don't see a strong connection between them (pause) O h
(pause) I would (pause) look, I could say that that is true
except that m y closest friend in high school was a straight
male w h o danced (pause) Well, 1 mean, he was from the
Greek family. So his (pause) what I saw w h e n he danced
was this incredible passion that I had as well but we're two
very different people. So that I didn't see that dancing was
like a gay thing because I could see that in this other cultural
context, this person from another cultural context, was seen
as very passionate, virile masculine activity. But certainly it
was a manifestation for m e from m y context of m y
difference but I don't think that that goes hand in hand with
m y understanding myself as gay.
A n important dimension to this point is that, while they could usually locate the m o m e n t
they became 'a dancer', for many of the dancers the question of thek sexuality was
something they saw as m u c h less stable andfixed.Some, particularly Stephen, Stewart
and Mark (in the following passage), recalled not being at all clear about thek o w n
sexuality at the time they became dancers.
Michael: In what way do you see your sexuality connected with your
decision to dance? D o you see them as tightly linked? D o
you see them connected in any way?
Mark: No, I don't really know actually. Ten years down the track 1
was still wrestling with this question about m y sexuality you
know, u m (pause) but certainly it put m e into a world where
the possibility of declaring a (emphasis on 'a') sexuality
was, was more open. But I can remember, I can remember
this guy w h o came into the, oh he came into the studio, and
he had a hair net on and see through tights and he was such a
poofter. A n d ah, I thought, 'oh m y God! If you fuck with
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guys you're going to end up looking like that?', which w a s a
really scary thought. Y o u k n o w and that w a s pretty scary.
A n d m a n y people like Robert Helpmann and that later, I
thought, I equated homosexual relationships with that sort of
behaviour. A n d I didn't k n o w there w a s a difference.
It is perhaps appropriate to conclude this section with this c o m m e n t by one gay
identifying dancer (Mark) about other gay dancers, amongst them Robert Helpmann.
Later in the interview, Mark recalled meeting Helpmann and described him as 'very
camp' and a 'queen', and as someone w h o he, as a young man, found quite repulsive. I
wondered about these comments as I looked at the photos of Mark on the walls of his
house. The photos, depicting Mark in full ballet attire and striking of range of classical
poses, were clearly taken around the time he was emerging as international soloist and,
for m e , embodied the tall, muscular figure of the modern 'virtuoso'. M y guess is that
these pictures were taken around the same time Helpmann would havefinallyretired
from ballet, and it struck m e that Mark (probably having akeady met Helpmann w h e n
these photos were taken) m a y have akeady decided that he was going to be a very
different kind of dancer and m a n from the vision of Helpmann he described in m y
interview with him. A n d if this interview is any indication, his life was lived out in ways
which actively rejected Helpmann's 'camp'.
The spectre of Helpmann ('oh m y God! If you fuck with guys you're going to
end up looking like that?') also recalls something of Laurence's dread of becoming
indistinguishable from female dancers.5 Both of these accounts show h o w closely
connected are these men's sense of thek o w n bodies as dancers and thek identities as
men, suggesting the power of dance as both a physical act and as an institution to change
'who you are' in unpredictable ways.
But M a r k and Robert Helpmann are, above all, reminders that there is no male
dancer 'type' and that sexuality is but one of the threads which are drawn together to
form male dancing selves. For Mark, as with Stewart and a number of the other dancers
I interviewed, the transition into the world of dance heralded the start of a period in
thek lives which w e might describe as a 'sexual awakening'. That is, if anything, they saw
dance as playing a part in the construction of thek sexuality, rather than the reverse. A n d
as the following short passage from m y interview with Darren suggests, the male dancers
in this study generally resisted the opportunities I gave them to discursively deploy thek
sexuality in order to produce themselves as dancers.
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Michael:

A couple of the guys that I have spoken to have talked quite
passionately about the w a y that their sexuality is connected
with their career in dance. They see them really working off
each other in important ways, and some say, 'my sexuality is
here and m y dance career is there. I just happen to be gay' or
T just happen to be straight'. D o you have any feeling about
that?

Darren: No, I think it's pretty much all connected. I think I'd still be
this w a y even if I wasn't a dancer. But I mean, I don't k n o w
because I didn't take that path.
Michael: Sure.
Darren: So I really don't know, but, yeah, I mean I'm not to know,
but that's the path that you sort of choose and w h o knows
what would have happened any other w a y but that's just the
w a y that it worked out for m e .
Despitefirstsaying that 'it's all pretty m u c h connected', Darren neady articulates the
problems associated with trying to imagine mechanical, cause-and-effect relationships
between the things that happen in our lives. O f course, these kinds of cause-and-effect
relationships are precisely what w e tend to construct in the stories w e tell about ourselves
and the world. However, as Darren says, w e really cannot really k n o w if w e would have
ended in the same place had the ckcumstances been different. Thus, the stories w e tell
will always be more about w h o w e want to be and h o w w e want to explain ourselves,
rather than who and how we really are.

Conclusion
In a previous publication (Gard, 2001), I noted that many dance educators tended to
devote a great deal of time and energy attempting to convince people, and boys in
particular, that dance was not a 'gay' thing. This troubled m e because it suggested that
these dance 'advocates' were embarrassed by the apparendy high number of gay m e n in
the profession. It seemed to be denying that which was most obvious; that the 'real'
'problem' was not dance, which some dance educators argued had to become more
'macho' in order to attract males, but homophobia. The simple fact, I argued, is that
many gay m e n are attracted to dance and that this was surely something which w e should
foreground rather than attempt to obscure.
But what is the significance of the presence of gay m e n in dance? I a m still not

prepared to accept that it is of no account, as some have suggested, and yet, in the li
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of the data I nave presented in this chapter, it is clear that it is easy to overstate the case
and m a k e m o r e of it than even those doing the dancing would make.
In considering this issue, I decided to structure this chapter in a way which
would, at least to s o m e extent, avoid trying to impose rigid categories o n the discursive
resources used by the dancers in this study, and, equally, splintering the transcripts into
relatively decontextualised fragments. This meant that rather than each of the sections of
this chapter representing discreet themes which were generalisable across the data, I used
them m o r e as vehicles to build pictures (albeit limited in scope) of the m e n I
interviewed. T h e point here is not to suggest that the themes were not actually drawn
from the data; they were. Rather, the point is that any set of categories was/is d o o m e d
never to tell the whole story of w h o these dancers said they were. Therefore, m y
intention was for the effect of this chapter to be cumulative, each section building on
and drawing from the previous section, and to give a sense of the complex ways
gendered discourses of physicality, pleasure and passion were w o v e n together. It was
also this complexity which led to m e to construct the case studies of Laurence, Neil and
Ralph. While thematically coding and organising a n u m b e r of interviews together does
have the potential to generate important insights, to rely completely on this method
would have been to surrender completely to the idea that people are nothing more than
the s u m total of the discourses they employ. T h e three cases studies were an attempt to
preserve something of the wholeness of these three dancers; a wholeness which is
akeady fragmented and contextually contingent.
In a similar vein, I have also relied m o s d y o n extended pieces of dialogue in this
chapter. This meant that I used only a small number of dancers within each section,
partly because to do otherwise would have m a d e this chapter considerably longer than it
akeady is, and partly to provide a glimpse of the discursive 'aesthetic' of as m a n y of the
dancers as possible. Indeed, if anything does, it is this which holds the stories that the
dancers told together; a bodily and linguistic style which, after all, is actually a very
considerable part of the m e m o r y w e take away from each other. A n d while the notion of
an 'aesthetic' runs the risk of losing sight of questions of power within gendered social
relations, it is also, in a very concrete sense, an important manifestation and vehicle of
gendered power. That is, it is the way one deports oneself, the words, clothes, voice,
body shape and gestures, which legitimate or de-legitimate certain claims to power in
particular social contexts.
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The~method of data representation I have used here also demonstrates h o w
particular discursive themes, such as 'getting lost' and 'a passion for dance', are not easily
separated from one another. A n important part of being a dancer does seem to be the
opportunities to construct n e w ways of relating to the world; that is, subjectivities. A n d it
is this difficult-to-articulate specialness, these opportunities to transcend the 'normal',
which seem to warrant and invoke the term 'passion'. But while these themes did emerge
from the data, it is the delicately nuanced ways in which they were expressed by
particular m e n which is they key to understanding h o w they constructed themselves as
dancers. There is nothing at all paradoxical or contradictory about being a straight
identifying male dancer, but it does seem to requke a certain discursive artistry, often
drawing on the physicality, aggression or exuberance of other activities like sport, to
make it 'work'. But a term like 'physicality' can, in the hands of another, also m e a n
artistic expression and a chance to express oneself 'freely' or simply to feel the pleasure
of moving. However, the 'freedom to express' or 'the pleasure of moving' are not only
words. They also e m b o d y a way of being and feeling oneself, and it is here that they pick
up thek gendered inflection, such that they immediately have the potential to signify a
way of being which is not 'normal' (that is, not straight, white and masculine). So if they
are to be deployed by a 'normal' m a n (and this is not by any means an impossible task),
they must be 'handled with care'.
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Chapter Ten
Pleasure, subjectivity and the 'everyday'
The feature film Billy Elliot, released in 2000, is set in the northern English town of
D u r h a m , in the midst of the m m u l m o u s coal miners' strikes of the mid 1980s. It tells the
story of Billy (played by Jamie Bell), the son of a widowed miner w h o is struggling to
provide for two sons and an elderly mother, while also participating in the often violent
picket lines. Billy seems about 12 or 13 and, without a great deal of enthusiasm, attends
weekly boxing classes paid for out of his father's meagre resources. T h e all-boys' boxing
classes take place in a community hall and are immediately followed by the all-gkls' ballet
classes. O n e afternoon Billy stays after boxing class to give the keys to the hall to the
ballet teacher, but soon finds himself in the middle of the action. With his boxing gloves
and protective helmet still on, he is a ridiculous figure, out of step and hopelessly
awkward. But despite his awkwardness, Billy is presented to us as having something the
gkls in the class d o not have. While the gkls k n o w the steps that are required of them,
thek m o v e m e n t s are lisdess and tentative. Visibly frustrated by this, the ballet teacher
uses Billy to exemplify what in ballet is often called 'attack'; m o v e m e n t which is
exuberant and, in the context of ballet technique, seems to signify a certain 'freedom'.
Billy lacks technique, but he possesses something m o r e important, something 'natural',
something which will m a k e him a star.
Having fallen accidentally into ballet and without telling his father, Billy finds
himself coming back to ballet class. Soon his deception is discovered. While Billy's older
brother is furious, his father is devastated. Billy's secret is proof that he has failed as a
single father and seems to represent afinal,heart-breaking humiliation. T h e remainder of
the film centres o n two main themes: a sensitive exploration of the m e n in thefilm,thek
relationships and working class life, and a resolution of Billy's deske to join the
quintessentially elitist Royal Ballet School, set against his family's struggle against the
brutality of Margaret Thatcher's war against the mining communities.
A s a story, Billy Elliot deploys a n u m b e r of the discursive themes which have
featured in this thesis. Fkst, there is a strong sense in which the film depicts Billy as
chosen by dance, rather than he choosing it. H e does not discover his love of dance until
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he accidentally finds himself doing it. Indeed, the over-riding themes of the movie is his
'passion for dance'. But it is a passion which is mysterious, primordial and not really
something Billy has m u c h of a say in, not unlike Stewart's 'dance beast'. So perhaps apart
from the brief m o m e n t Billy spends watching thatfirstballet class, it is not something he
initially spends time wishing he could do. In this way, the film avoids asking w h y should
the boy want to d o ballet in the fkst place? In Billy Elliot, the boy did not want to do
ballet at all; he simply 'caught' dance like a cold.
Second, like Steven in Jump, Billy is a particular kind of boy, and, as Juliet
Herd's (2000, p. 16) review of the film suggests, this was surely a factor in its popularity.
Billy Elliot harks back, also, to the tradition of Gene Kelly and
Fred Astake. Y o u n g Billy is even described at one point by the
embittered husband of his dance teacher ... as 'Durham's o w n
G e n e Kelly'. In fact the comparison is not so fanciful. Film
critic Antonia Q u k k e of London's Independent o n Sunday
says: 'You k n o w that Billy's got it in him because his body is
just like a small G e n e Kelly's, tough and romantic. Grace
through strength, not in lieu of it as with Fred Astake. Like
Kelly's, Jaimie Bell's hips are wide ... and his shoulders sit
square and unstressed.' (italics in original)
Both the writer and the quoted reviewer seem to have 'read' Billy's body in a way which
produces the 'tough and romantic' male screen idol. O f course, w e might wonder
whether Billy's aU-consurning passion for dance is connected with his 'wide' hips and
shoulders which 'sit square and unstressed'. That is, might the male 'passion for dance'
have sat less convincingly on slimmer hips and narrower shoulders? Might the body and
movements of, say, a thoroughly queer Robert H e l p m a n n have m a d e it more difficult
for the question of his motive ('why does the boy want to dance?5) to pass as lighdy as it
does in Billy Elliot} Indeed, one wonders about the boxing gloves and Billy's
embarrassing ineptitude at hisfirst'accidental' ballet class. Is Billy's initial awkwardness
within the feminised ballet class exaggerated in order to substantiate his heterosexual
'normality'? Might a higher level of initial success or simply inconspicuousness have
suggested that there was something wrong with our hero?
These

questions notwithstanding, the film does not completely avoid

addressing the 'assumption of homosexuality'. T h e choice of Billy's friend Michael, w h o
likes to wear gkls' clothes and falls in love with Billy, is interesting, although, in terms of
the story's resolution, Michael is little more than a bystander. In m y opinion, Michael's
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presence in the film is an acknowledgment o n the part of the film's makers that no
serious attempt to tackle the issue of males in theatrical dance can ignore homophobia.
So, whereas many of the dancers interviewed for this research were both dancers and gay
identifying from a young age, the gay dancer is, in effect, split in Billy Elliot into two
characters. Billy's friendship with Michael, and thek parting kiss at the end of the film,
are clear signs that the audience is being asked to think about two things: male
involvement in theatrical dance and homosexuality. Making Billy a dancer and gay would
clearly have been a risky commercial decision and may well have jeopardised the
generally positive discussion the film aroused. So while hardly contributing at all to the
film's central narrative, Michael's character carries much of the film's emotional and
moral weight.
Despite the presence of Michael and, I would argue, the film's clear statement
about homophobia, popular comment about Billy Elliot centred on a kind of 'isn't-itgood-to-see-men-dancing-on-film-again' celebration.1 But as with the popularity of the
all-male Australian tap dancing troupe, Tap Dogs, this celebration seems to have been
triggered by a particular kind of male body and a certain movement aesthetic, as the
beginning of Herd's (2000, p. 16) review suggests:
There's a defining moment in the British film Billy Elliot when
the young star, Jamie Bell, breaks into a blistering, naturalistic
tap dance o n the narrow cobbled streets behind his terraced,
northern h o m e . In venting his anger at his father's refusal to
let h i m study 'friggin ballet' the character Billy literally dances
into a wall, drills his boots into the ground, leaps from a shed
roof and whkls up the hill like a dervish. It is no surprise to
learn that 14-year-old Bell, w h o was picked out of 2000
hopefuls for the part, rates Australian tap pioneer Dein Perry
as his all-time favourite dancer after seeing his Tap Dogs show
in the U K . Fkst-time film dkector Stephen Daldry and
choreographer Peter Darling spent three months working with
Bell to discover the boy's o w n 'choreographic language', which
ultimately mkrored the energetic, aggressively athletic style of
Perry and his boot-stomping troupe. It is an uncanny
coincidence, then, that Billy Elliot, hailed the best British film
since The Full Monty, coincides with the release of Bootmen,
Perry's autobiographical film about a Newcasde steelworker
w h o aspkes to become a tap dancer, (italics in original)
This kind of commentary about the character of Billy Elliot hints at our delicately tuned
capacities for 'reading' bodies and bodily movement. As a viewer, I 'saw' a skinny and
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yet square-jawed, unmistakably athletic boy, o n the cusp of puberty; a collection of
attributes which allowed him to avoid appearing 'effeminate' while retaining a boyish
innocence which seemed fundamental in audiences' affection for him. But, of course, his
method of m o v e m e n t was also an important part of the overall effect; an effect which
seems to say that here was boy w h o could easily be a footballer, but w h o just happens to
like dance. Indeed, the tap dancing sequence described in the previous quoted passage
appears to serve the function of 'reassuring' the audience about Billy; his 'passion' for
dance is of a particular kind; definitely not Helpmann-esqe but tough, athletic, with more
than a hint of aggression. Although Billy has had n o tap dancettainingto this point, the
scene seems intended to invoke cultural reference points such as Tap Dogs which are
unambiguous in thek attempt to reconcile dance and tough, muscular, heterosexual
masculinity. It is particularly telling that the reviewer quoted above describes this scene
as 'defining'. For m e , the scene seemed highly incongruous, even silly, given there was
simply n o w a y the character of Billy could have k n o w n h o w to tap dance and that tap
dancing is not referred to at any later point in the film's narrative. T h e 'defining'
significance of this scene surely lies in its contribution to the manufacture of Billy as
anything but queer, and it is this which appears to have helped to m a k e Billy Elliot, for
some viewers, a 'celebration'.
With respect to the people I interviewed in this research, there emerged a
similar sense in which particular identities were constructed through the careful choice of
particular discursive resources; each of them suggesting a range of investments in certain
experiences, bodily aesthetics and ways of talking about w h o they are and h o w they came
to be w h o they are. Although complex, these investments are linked to the gendered
social dividends which accrue to particular kinds of males in particular social contexts.
For example, I m e t straight identifying dancers w h o , while rejecting stereotypical notions
of masculine embodiment, constructed what w e might call 'sophisticated', 'artistic' male
heterosexualiti.es. These were not always m e n from middle class backgrounds and they
certainly were not always m e n with high levels of formal education. A n d yet they have
emerged as m e n invested in an aesthetic of the self which n o doubt has afforded them a
level of acceptance and credibility within the quintessentially high-brow and middle class
worlds of classical ballet and contemporary dance.
T h e stories the male dancers told also suggest that thek identities as dancers are
not separable from the experience of doing dance, a point which reminds us that
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subjectivity is- not simply or wholly something which resides in the words w e use to talk
about and describe ourselves. Subjectivity is as m u c h a matter of ontology as it is of
epistemology, and w h e n the dancers recalled discovering pleasure in dance, I interpret
this to m e a n that subjectivity is embodied, performative and influenced by bodily
sensations. But rather than seeing pleasure as inextricably tied to certain acts and not
others, these interviews present a strong argument for conceiving of pleasure as
produced in complex and context specific ways. M o r e particularly, they suggest that the
term 'kinaesthetic', a quasi-scientific term that is most often employed in the study of
h u m a n m o v e m e n t to refer to one's sense of one's o w n body in motion, sanitises the
experience of, for example, playing a sport or dancing. 'Kinaesthetic' pleasure implies
that the sensation of doing m o v e m e n t is a combination of physiological processes and
mechanical actions, whereas I a m arguing that whether a m o v e m e n t feels 'right' or
'good' is embedded within social (including sexual) relations and the investments people
have in being particular kinds of subjects.
Thus, I would want to include within any theory of subjectivity the notion of a
bodily aesthetic, a notion which is informed, although not exhausted, by what it feels like
to be a particular embodied subject. There is no doubt that such a concept is strongly
implied by Bourdieu's 'habitus' (1977) and Foucault's 'art' of the self (cited in Rabinow,
1991). A n d although I have m a d e n o attempt to draw on phenomenology in this
research, there are clear resonances with Young's (1990) detailed phenomenological
analysis of female embodiment and physical activity, and with s o m e work from the
masculinities literature (Connell, 1990; Prain, 1998; Pronger, 1990; Tiihonen, 1994).
A n d yet I would argue that this research reveals particular kinds of pleasures or,
perhaps m o r e precisely, investments and that being a male dancer is different from
being, say, a rugby player. That is, the experience and pleasure of doing dance cannot be
divorced from the socially mediated ckculation of meaning about dance. Here I a m
particularly thinking about the ways in which the dancers in this research talked about
'losing themselves' and dance as a 'passion'; as a way of leaving the 'everyday' while at
the same time arriving at something 'authentic'. In other words, m y argument is that
these discursive resources say something about the kind of bodily practice dance is.
This brings us back to Ward's (1997) discussion about the difficulties scholars
have had defining dance. A s I mentioned in Chapter Six, a definition of dance is not a
straightforward matter, but it does seem to connect with notions of 'transformation' and
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abstraction from 'everyday' bodily practices. Thus, if subjectivity is as m u c h ontological
as it is epistemological, as Burkitt (1999) has suggested, then it should not c o m e as a
surprise that the experience of doing dance is recalled as powerful and transformative.
Here I a m reminded of the work dance anthropologists such as Grau (1993; 1994) and
Oyortey (1993) w h o have written about the place of dance within non-Western cultures.2
These writers have drawn attention to the ways in which dance is so embedded in certain
non-Western cultures that, like religion, the languages of these cultures contain no word
for dance. In the light of this work, it is difficult not to speculate that a sharp
discontinuity between what I have (warily) called 'everyday' m o v e m e n t and dance is a
peculiarly Western phenomena and that, in part, it is this which creates the discursive
conditions in which dance can be constructed as 'transformative' and a 'passion'. This is
not to downplay the intensity of the experiences that the dancers in this research
recalled. In fact, it is the radically disciplined nature of our 'everyday' embodied selves
that allows an activity such as theatrical dance to be experienced in this w a y and, for that
matter, helps to explain w h y m a n y males seem to reject this form of m o v e m e n t so
strongly. In other words, it is the abstraction of theatrical dance from what m e n (but
particularly straight, white m e n ) 'normally' do with thek bodies which is significant, and
that this is in contrast to the bodily practices of activities such as sport which, while not
something all of us 'normally' do with our bodies, does have some obvious qualitative
resonances with what has c o m e to be 'normal' or hegemonic male embodiment. I a m
aware that in making these claims I a m implying a number of generalisations about
sporting m o v e m e n t and dance m o v e m e n t when, in fact, both include an extremely wide
range of m o v e m e n t possibilities. However, the different discursive positions of dance
and sport within Western societies is not simply a matter of linguistic convention; the
actual movements themselves, the very fact that w e are able to tell them apart, is surely
also significant.
Thus, while there is nothing essential about the m o v e m e n t conventions of
theatrical dance or sport which link either to particular social meanings, the fact that they
are qualitatively different seems also to create the discursive space in which male dancers
could talk about dance as a place to 'lose' oneself. For example, dancers such as Neil and
Stewart described sport as apparendy poindess, and even straight identifying dancers
such as Ian, Mitchell, Rory and Evan talked about dance as offering similar pleasures to
sport but having something 'extra'. In the case of Simon, he explicidy saw dance as a way
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of transcending narrowly masculine ways of being in the world, m u c h like Neil. A n d
even though Laurence does not articulate his investments in becoming a dancer in the
same way as Simon, he does construct (and recalls experiencing) dance as a vasdy more
pleasurable form of physical activity than contact football.
So m y point here is not simply that theatrical dance is different from 'everyday'
movement, but that with respect to Western m e n , the nature of this difference is defined
by the shape of 'normal' male embodiment. Although not a point addressed in this
research, this suggests that to be a male dancer is not the same as being a female dancer.
But rather than arriving at the naive conclusion that male theatrical dance is therefore a
transgressive bodily practice in terms of Western gender regimes, this research shows
that being a male dancer can be recuperated within a variety of male 'aesthetics'; straight
or gay, athletic or artistic, apolitical or politically radical. In this way, dance can be both
'transformative' and 'authentic' for very different kinds of men. For example, w e saw in
Chapter Nine h o w sexuality seemed to influence the discursive qualities different m e n
deployed to talk about 'losing' and 'finding' themselves in dance.
Perhaps a more dkect way to capture thefindingsof this research is to contrast
it with the words of the male ballet star of the 1930s, '40s and '50s, Igor Youskevitch,
w h o , writing in Dance Perspectives magazine, explained the existence of male dancers thus:
I am always tempted to give moral support to those young
m e n w h o would like to dance because there are still s o m e w h o
question the compatibility of this deske with masculinity. T h e
answer, to the best of m y knowledge, is that a masculine wish
to dance connotes a deske to m o v e in order to express and
create as opposed to the female's propensity for losing herself
in music and rhythm for the joy of physical revelation ... For a
m a n the technical or athletic side of dance is a rational
challenge. O n c e mastered, it provides him with an opportunity
to display strength, skill and endurance, as well as with the
vocabulary and means to achieve creativity, (quoted in Clarke
& Crisp, 1984, p. 78)
A s I showed in Chapter Four, for at least the last 300 years or so the Western male
theatrical dancer has requked an 'explanation'. Some, like Youskevitch, have imbued the
male dancer with qualities which reconcile him with what I have called 'symbolic
masculinity'. A n d just as the content of symbolic masculinity has shifted, so too have the
discursive resources needed to sustain this 'explanation'. A s w e have seen, these
recuperative explanations have existed alongside and, often, in dkect competition with

260

more hostile- explanations which constructed the male dancer as the antithesis of
symbolic masculinity.
This research shows that m e n b e c o m e invested (that is, 'explain' themselves) in
theatrical dance for a n u m b e r of reasons, s o m e of which Youskevitch assigns exclusively
to m e n ('technical', 'athletic', 'rational challenge'), others which he sees as feminine
('propensity for losing herself in music and rhythm for the joy of physical revelation'),
and still others which he ignores altogether, such as wanting to explicidy question the
ways in which Western m e n are expected to use thek body, as well as sheer bodily
pleasure. In other words, this research indicates the severe limits of purely recuperative
and purely hostile explanations. T h e m e n in this research, through thek
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explanations, both reinforce and contest m a n y of the conventions of gender relations
and male embodiment which signify and maintain male power. While they are clearly not
the exemplars of a progressive, socially subversive 'masculinity', neither are they
completely insignificant in terms of suggesting different ways of being a man. They show
that, despite the durability of profoundly flawed ideas about the 'naturalness' of sex and
gender, gender identities are never monolithic and always betray the inherent instability
of gender as well as the relations of power which provide categories such as 'man' with a
semblance of stability.

Some loose theoretical ends
In setting out the theoretical framework for this thesis, I took up a critical position with
respect to certain forms of radical social constructionism, particularly those of the
philosopher Judith Buder. In doing so, I set m y face against a highly influential strand of
contemporary social theory. W h k e I remain comfortable with this position, it is not
without its uncertainties. I continue to find m a n y of the debates in the area of
embodiment, materiality and subjectivity extremely challenging and I certainly would not
claim to have arrived at definitive conclusions o n many, if any, of the key questions. It
will not have escaped the reader's attention that in establishing m y theoretical position, I
have relied on a n u m b e r of critiques and commentaries of contemporary social theory in
order to m a k e m y case. In the case of Buder herself, I have found m a n y of her ideas
difficult to operationalise and, not infrequendy, difficult to comprehend.
However, I remain uneasy about what Buder's theories seem to do to the
notion of experience and, in the light of these theories, the degree to which social
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researchers m a y be tempted to think or say about thek research participants: 'I k n o w you
better than you k n o w yourself.3 A s Eagleton (2000), drawing on the work of Zizek, says,
what limits full access to the Other is ontological, not simply epistemological. Echoing
the critiques of Butler I discussed in Chapter T w o , Eagleton sees the proposition that it
is our cultural location and the intractable slipperiness of discourse which are at the root
of identity and difference as a gross reductionism and symptomatic of the problems
associated with m u c h modern theorising. A n d while atfirstglance this m a y seem to be at
odds with Burkitt's (1999) deske to dissolve the sharp distinction between ontology and
epistemology, both Eagleton and Burkitt are positing a self which is multi-dimensional
and a world which is not wholly determined by words and ideas alone.
it is for these reasons that I refuse to reduce the ways in which the dancers in
this research recalled the pleasure of doing dance to a mere discursive resource, and w h y
I remain troubled by the way Buder and others have turned to psychoanalytic theories as
if these might render transparent the motivations of using one's body in particular ways.
Instead, I have preferred to see dance as experienced, in part, via h u m a n capacities
which have little to do with immediate cultural locations and social relations. The
dancers in this research constructed themselves with reference to the experience of
doing dance, something which does not seem interchangeable with the idea of dance.
Here I a m reminded of Laurence's notion of 'something to feel' and the pleasure of
'control' dancers like Neil derived from achieving a level of mastery over ballet
technique, a mastery which took time and requked a physical working and reshaping of
his o w n body.
But dance, like language, can also be seen as both grounded in the materiality of
the body and as a practice which offers the promise of transcendence. Although not
discussing dance, Eagleton (2000, p. 97) captures this point w h e n he writes:
Because they move within a symbolic medium, and because
they are of a certain material kind, our o w n bodies have the
capacity to extend themselves far beyond the sensuous limits,
in what w e k n o w as culture, society or technology. It is
because our entry into the symbolic order - language and all it
brings in its wake - put some free play between ourselves and
our determinants that w e are those internally dislocated, nonself-identical creatures k n o w n as historical beings. History is
what happens to an animal so constituted as to be able, within
limits, to determine its o w n determinants. W h a t is peculiar
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about a symbol-making creature is that it is of its nature to
transcend itself.
W h a t is most telling about this passage is the way Eagleton provides an important clue
about w h y the dancers in this research could talk of dance as both authentic and
transformative. That is, dance, for them, was/is an important part of the fashioning of
thek o w n subjectivities, and a reflection of the fact that subjectivity happens at the space
between the material conditions of life and the idea of w h o I a m / w a n t to be; and that
subjectivity is a matter of the transformation of flesh and blood into a h u m a n subject
with a name, a history and deskes.
Therefore, I would want to return to Burkitt (1999) and reiterate that talk (such
as the data I collected) and dance are both means of becoming. This 'becoming' refers to
a person's history ('how did you become w h o you are?') in the sense that one's history is
always in the process of being remade, as well as identity ('who are you?') in the sense
that an identity is not a stable entity, but rather a constant 'emerging' in and through
social practice. W e constitute ourselves and our histories through talk and, in the case of
these dancers, through dancing and the memories of doing dance. Both talking and
dancing are enactments of discursively informed and aesthetically crafted performances
which are inflected by the shape of existing gender regimes. A n d as I argued in Chapter
Four, existing gender regimes are clearly significant in determining what has counted as
'good' male theatrical dance at different periods of history and, therefore, the kinds of
m e n which are likely to 'become' within theatrical dance. Could a Robert H e l p m a n n
emerge in the world of dance in 2001? It is impossible to be sure, but it is interesting the
way some of the older dancers in this study and others I have heard interviewed (for
example, Potter, 1992) decry the preoccupation with feats of athleticism and the lack of
nkming skill and theatrical subdy amongst the 'dancers of today'.

A final word about 'masculinity'
B y exploring the discursive resources male dancers employ to construct themselves and
thek histories, I have been drawn to the notion of the aesthetic of the self. Thus, in
answering the research question I began with, it was impossible to 'unveil' the names of
particular discursive resources which were 'representative' of the answers given by
participants. This has not been a piece of research which has produced succinct
'findings' or, as in the case of some of the masculinities research, typologies. Rather than
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particular discursive themes, the feature of this work has been the production and
presentation of particular selves in an interview situation. So the thing which became the
focus of this research, the construction of an aesthetic of the self, emerged as fleeting
and delicate. This is not to romanticise the m e n I spoke to. However, I did not watch
them interact with other people and I was not explicidy concerned with exploring thek
privilege as m e n within a sexist society. I was interested in h o w they produced
themselves for m e in the context of an interview, and what emerged was a subde
weaving-together of words, phrases, ideas and experiences. There is no meaningful sense
in which I can talk about types of masculinity, partly because, as I have argued, I a m not
sure h o w this would differ from talking about types of m e n , and partly (and more
importandy) because each was a uniquely crafted self. A n d it was this crafting which is
(albeit knperfecdy and partially) reflected in the data I collected. This is not to suggest
that I can say nothing about the 'product' of this crafting. Despite the n o w familiar
critiques of 'identity', the dancers did employ labels like 'straight' and 'gay', and these
were both explicit ingredients in the accounts dancers gave, in the sense that they saw
thek sexual preferences as important elements of w h o they are, and implicidy, in the
sense that sexuality informed and inflected the aesthetic quality of thek accounts. Just as
Steven from Jump was a carefully produced assemblage of qualities designed to carry a
particular narrative, so to were the m e n in this research invested in particular ways of
being male and dancers.
In the concluding stages of writing this thesis I was struck by Eagleton's (2000,
p. 98-99) discussion of embodiment and culture in which he argues:
We are not so much splendid syntheses of nature and culture,
materiality and meaning, as amphibious animals caught on the
hop between angel and beast ... Perhaps this lurks somewhere
at the root of our attraction to the aesthetic - to that peculiar
form of matter which is magically pliant to meaning, that unity
of the sensuous and the spiritual which w e fail to achieve in
our daily, dualistic lives ... It is important to see that this
capacity for culture and history is not just an addition to our
nature, but lies at its core. If, as the culturalists maintain, w e
really are just cultural beings, or as the naturalists hold, just
natural ones, then our lives would be a great deal less fraught.
It is the fact that w e are cusped between nature and culture - a
cusping of considerable interest to psychoanalysis - which is
the problem.
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Here Eagleton is using 'the aesthetic' to refer those things which w e

would

conventionally call 'works of art'. However, it is his point that artistic practices are one
way w e are able to imagine ourselves as other than nondescript organisms which
captures both the theoretical underpinnings of this research and the thrust of its analysis.
O u r embodiedness does not determine w h o w e are as subjects, but it does play a part in
the discursive lives w e create for ourselves. In a similar way, dance is both a thoroughly
grounded and material bodily practice (some would even say 'universal'), while at the
same time a radically transcendent experience for m a n y w h o do it. T h e exact nature of
its transcendence, or meaning, is a product of the social context in which it happens;
theatrical dance in the West evokes notions of elitism, 'art', artistic expression and, in the
case of the m e n in this research, 'passion' and an escape from the 'everyday'. W h a t I
would add to Eagleton's claims is that the 'everyday' is itself a work of art and no less the
product of a deske to be 'who w e are' in every m o m e n t . A n d it is this, the aesthetic of
the self, which brands us as socially located, but also signifies our ability to think that w e
could amount to m o r e than the s u m of our material conditions.
In this light, it is interesting that well over half of the dancers in this study came
from working class families and/or regional and remote country towns. A n d although I
did not take up this point, there was a strong sense in which becoming a dancer was
imagined (and, in fact, turned out to be) a bridge into a different kind of life; a more
stimulating life, an artistic life, an intellectual life, a cosmopolitan life. Certainly for
someone like Robert Helpmann, an artistic life seems to have been the only kind of life
worth settling for. However, more central to this thesis is the way dance was constructed
as way of getting to 'the real m e ' and the implication that there is more to 'me' than is
expressed through one's non-dancing life. It does not seem an exaggeration, then, to say
that this research suggests that the w a y one aspkes to and is able and free to use one's
body is central to w h o w e think and say w e are. But even more than this, theatrical
dance, because it is still so m u c h at odds with the 'every day' Western masculine
embodiment (both in terms of its highly demanding and idiosyncratic m o v e m e n t
conventions, and what w e might call its emotional, expressive and theatrical qualities),
represents a very different way of being a man. I a m not suggesting that it produces
better m e n or gender or more sensitive m e n , but because subjectivity is partly an
aesthetic project, involving the minutest nuance of bodily movement, being a male
dancer is something that needs to be explained and. linked to some kind of aesthetic of the
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self. T h e shape of this explanation m a y reinforce or resist dominant regimes of gendered
embodiment or, m o r e realistically, do a certain amount of both. But theatrical dance,
particularly in the West and particularly w h e n done by m e n , is a specific kind of
gendered practice, and therefore a reminder that changes in gendered identities, and
therefore gender relations, will be influenced by and reflected in the ways in which
people use, understand and find pleasure in thek o w n bodies.
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Appendix A
Introductory letter
UNIVERSITY OF WOLLONGONG
HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION
Dear (Participant)
Following on from our phone conversation, I a m sending some written information
about m y study. M y n a m e is Michael Gard and I'm an associate lecturer in h u m a n
m o v e m e n t at Charles Sturt University, Bathurst campus. T h e study w e spoke about aims
to document the experiences of male dancers raised in rural and regional communities.
Specifically it will focus on what issues surrounded your decision to choose dance as a
career. I'll be particularly interested in what feelings, beliefs and attitudes you have about
the concept of masculinity and h o w being a dancer affects these. If you decide to
participate, I will conduct a series of audio taped 'life history' style interviews with you
which will focus o n the above issues. T h e information gathered from the interviews will
form the basis of m y work towards the completion of a Doctor of Philosophy at the
University of Wollongong. M y supervisor there is Dr. Janice Wright from the Faculty of
Education.
T h e interviews will be transcribed into a computer word processingfileand printed so
that you can m a k e comments or changes if you wish. If you like, you could also
contribute photographs, family videos and other documentation related to your career as
a dancer. I'll protect the confidentiality of this material and the information gathered
during your interviews by changing your n a m e in all printed material and by keeping the
tapes, copies of your interviews, photographs and so on in a safe place.
Naturally, participation in the interviews is voluntary and you m a y withdraw your
consent to participate in the project at any time by contacting m e on 02 63384484.
Please feel free to contact m e if you have any questions or concerns regarding the
project If you have any questions regarding the way in which the research is being
conducted, you can contact the Secretary of the University of Wollongong H u m a n
Research Ethics Committee (Phone: 02 42214457)

Yours sincerely

Michael Gard
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Appendix B
Sample questions
The following list was included with introductory letter (Appendix A).

How would you describe your childhood and adolescent family life?
W h a t are your fkst memories of dance?
W h a t was school like for you?
W h a t other kinds of physical activity were you involved in?
W h a t kinds of activities were students/boys/gkls encouraged to do?
Are there any important moments that stand out for you?
H o w did you become interested in dancing?
Were there specific people w h o were important at this time?
W h a t did you enjoy about dancing?
H o w did your friends/family/school/others respond to your participation in dance?
H o w did your friends /family/ school/ others respond to your choice of dance as a
career?
Could you walk m e through your dance career?
Follow up interviews will build on participants' answers, identification of important
moments and so on.
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Appendix C
Letter to dance companies
Dear (Artistic Dkector)

My name is Michael Gard and I'm a lecturer in physical education and dance in the
H u m a n M o v e m e n t Studies Unit at Charles Sturt University, Bathurst. For the last two
years I have been conducting a research study into the lives of male professional dancers.
During this time I have interviewed male dancers raised in Australia, exploring issues
concerned with thek childhoods, becoming a dancer and what dancing means to them
now. In general terms, I'm interested in h o w professional male dancers are produced
within a culture which has traditionally been hostile to male participation in many dance
forms. T h e interviews have generally lasted an hour and a half or so, sometimes a little
longer, depending on the participant.
Until n o w I have relied on word of mouth and a network of contacts for participants in
the study. This has proved extremely successful. However, I'm n o w hoping to make
contact with male dancers through companies like yours in order to broaden m y sample.
I a m writing to ask you to mention m y work to the male dancers in your company and to
ask them if they would like to talk about thek lives in a recorded interview. I'll follow up
this letter with a phone call in a couple of weeks to talk to you about this study and if
you have any questions, w e could talk about them then. M y plan would then be to
contact the interested dancers personally and to take it from there. So in terms of your
involvement, I'm asking that you mention this project to your male dancers and to
supply m e with some information so that I can m a k e contact with the interested people.
I have some research funding so I'm able to travel to Queensland or where ever the
dancers are. I'm planning to conduct interviews during September, late N o v e m b e r and
early December. However, if these dates aren't suitable I can certainly make other
arrangements.
A s I mentioned, I'll follow this letter up with a phone call in a couple of weeks and I
look forward to talking with you then.
Yours sincerely

Michael Gard
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Notes
Chapter One
1 For reasons I explain later in this chapter, the term 'theatrical dance' is used here to include the two most
prominent forms of stage dancing in Australia, classical ballet and contemporary dance.
2 Ruffell does not explain h o w thisfigurewas reached.
3 This seems to be true for a number of leading Australian male dancers. Gary Stewart, for example, the
current artistic director of Australian Dance Theatre, is reported to have taken up dance at 19 and
auditioned successfully for perhaps Australia's most selective dance training institution, the Australian
Ballet School, aged 21 (Taylor, 1999). Stinson (1998) suggests that later male entry into dance training is
the n o r m in the United States.

Chapter Two
1 A s M c H o u l and Grace (1993) argue, to claim that Foucault leaves no r o o m for individual agency seems a
serious misreading of his work, particularly with respect to his critiques of the structuralism of LeviStrauss. However, m y interest here is in the sentiment of Daly's question, rather than her appraisal of
Foucault.
2 S o m e dance practitioners might argue here that one could dance rather than speak an answer. But as
Burt (1995) argues, dance is always a representational practice. Others, such as W a r d (1993) and T h o m a s
(1995), suggest that, as a representational practice, dance is not reducible to rational discourse. That is,
W a r d rejects the notion that dancing connects people with their pre or non-discursive selves, while also
arguing for the irreducibility of bodies and dance to rational discourse.
3 Here I include poststructuralism within what Frank (1991) calls 'postmodern epistemologies', in the
sense that poststructuralist theory has been at the forefront of critiques of modernist instimtions and
positivist science.
4 Clearly, social theorists are not the only ones w h o have sought singular 'fictions of emergence' to explain
'human nature'. T h e development of language, the existence of an opposing thumb and the ability to stand
upright have all been posited as the 'lift off points for h u m a n evolution.
5 In holding onto notions of 'intellectual rigour', the work of Harding (1993) has been especially influential
on m y thinking. Harding (1993) argues that feminists should pragmatically hang on to a notion of
'objectivity', albeit radically different from the one proposed by traditional, detached objectivism. Harding
offers instead the concept of 'strong objectivity' which attempts to dissolve the opposition between
subjects and objects of research by emphasising researcher reflexivity.
6 This point is not intended to obscure the debates about essentialism that have emerged within feminism.
M y intention is to define feminism broadly and to include scholars in the social and physical sciences w h o
have pointed out the gendered nature of knowledge production in a variety of disciplines.
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7 N o w h e r e is this shortcoming more obvious than in the case of evolutionary psychology, the most recent
example of the search for scientific 'proof of essential sex differences. Based on a synthesis of ethology
(the study of animal behaviour in the wild), Darwinian natural selection and genetics, evolutionary
psychologists simultaneously claim to be able to explain only a small percentage of h u m a n behaviour while
also asserting the primacy of this knowledge. For example, Thornhill and Palmer (2000), w h o claim that
rape is a naturally selected reproductive behaviour, accept that social factors are significant in explaining
male sexual aggression but dismiss all attempts to account for these social factors which do not start from
evolutionary/genetic principles. T h e result is that behaviours which conform to their brand of Darwinian
logic are seen as confirming the theory, while those that do not are said to be due to overriding social
factors, rendering the theory unfalsifiable. Evolutionary psychologists are therefore able to be highly
selective about which behaviours are produced by biological inheritance and to remain completely noncommittal about the level of causation. This strategy makes this form of biological determinism virtually
impossible to engage with from the perspective of the more traditional social sciences.
8 While anatomy textbooks claim that males possess a pair of 'x' chromosomes and w o m e n have an 'x'
and a 'y', only a very small number of people, usually babies with 'ambiguous' genitals, are actually ever
tested. W h e n Olympic officials first used a chromosome test on female athletes at the Atlanta and
Barcelona games, 13 'failed' the test (Lehrman, 1999). With respect to genitalia, it is also clear that it is
standard medical practice in Western countries for doctors to arbitrarily surgically 're-assign' the sex of
children born with ambiguous genitals (Fausto-Sterling, 1992; 2000).
9 I a m certainly not suggesting that masculinities scholars working in the last 20 years have been the first
to do this. A s Connell (1995) acknowledges, Western feminists have been 'studying' masculinity for at least
a century, and if w e include Wollstonecraft, w e could go back still further. However, m y concern here is
with the more recent emergence of what has c o m e to be k n o w n as 'masculinity studies' (Kenway, 1998;
Wearing, 1996)

Chapter Three
1 See Leininger (1994) for a strident and, in m y view, flawed account of the absolute incommensurability
of qualitative and quantitative research.
2 It is important to remember that I say these things not really knowing whether they are true. That is,
they are part of the story m y parents told m e and the story I tell others. T h e factual basis of the story's
elements is far less significant than the emotions the story evokes and m y belief that they have shaped m y
life.
3 While some interviews went as long as three hours, I stated that a m i n i m u m of one hour was necessary.
4 For example, on each of the four days I conducted interviews I was greeted at the stage door or back
stage area by the dancer I was to interview.
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Chapter Four
1 Is it simply a coincidence that the other boys in the class have non-ambiguously male names? Would
they have also risked not passing for 'real boys' if they had more gender-ambiguous names such as Ashley,
K i m or Adrian?
2 It is also worth pointing out that the urgency with which the author informs the reader that Steven wants
to associate with the boys, and not the girls, is not without ambiguity. It is quite possible, after all, that
Steven's interest in the boys in the dance class is fuelled at least in part by physical or sexual curiosity. In
this sense, I acknowledge m y colleague Will Letts' point that the authors are in something of a no-win
situation. If Steven had been presented as wanting to be with the girls he could be 'read' as conforming to
heterosexual norms. M y point here is that if Steven had wanted to go to ballet classes and be like or with
the girls, this would be more difficult to reconcile with heteronormative constructions of child behaviour
which assume that boys and girls of this age will have very different interests.
3 Earl (1988) claims that the stereotype of the supremely gifted yet mentally unstable artist has been
uncritically applied to Nijinsky, and is to blame for the original dubious diagnosis of schizophrenia and the
assumption, which lasts to the present day, that Nijinsky was mad.
4 Burt reminds us that a number of prominent homosexuals such as Oscar Wilde m o v e d to Paris where
less restrictive sexual mores existed.
5 But even this claim is not unproblematic because, as Sherlock (1993) argues, audiences for ballet-as-highart are largely m a d e up of socio-economic elites. So it is difficult not to conclude that w h e n ballet
commentators such as Clarke and Crisp (1984) and A u (1988) say that the Ballet Russes helped to restore
the 'status' of ballet, what they really m e a n is that it was transformed into something 'polite' society could
once again enjoy. A n d it is absolutely clear that, due in part to Diaghilev's considerable promotional skills,
the Ballet Russes were seen as glamorous and exotic high-art and attracted wealthy and fashionable new
audiences.
6 A companion of Oscar Wilde's.
7 O f course, G r a h a m was by no means the only one to develop her o w n codified technique. Duncan, St
Denis, H u m p h r e y and m a n y of those w h o came after them also developed their o w n approaches.
8 Readers knowledgeable in ballet history will be aware that to this point I have said nothing about ballet
in Holland. A s Anderson (1992) and Burt (1995) point out, during the 19th century ballet in Russia and
Holland remained under royal patronage, a factor which helped to ensure the continued prestige of the art
form and its male and female artists in these countries. However, there can be n o doubt that it is
overwhelmingly towards Russia that ballet historians and commentators look w h e n explaining the 'rebirth'
of ballet in Western Europe.
9 In fact, exactly the same claim is often m a d e about Rudolf Nureyev, the Russian dancer w h o defected to
the West in 1961 and w h o I discuss in greater detail later in this chapter.
10 It is interesting, though, that Shawn (1960) comments upon the popularity of the m e n in his company
with w o m e n . In other words, he clearly did not simply remain silent on the question of sexuality, but
rather chose to emphasise (perhaps 'invent' would be a more appropriate word) heterosexuality within the
company, a completely understandable strategy given the period of history w e are discussing.
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11 Perhaps because of this, Shawn's separation from St. Denis was not made public and, moreover, they
never divorced (Anderson, 1992).
12 It is not completely clear that Leonard, in the original context of his statement about the 'Ultimate
Athlete' (Leonard, 1974, p. 238), was making the same point as Clarke and Crisp (1984) seem intent on
making. Clarke and Crisp clearly want to make the case that there is some level of general agreement about
the supreme athleticism of professional male dancers. However, the quote actually comes from a chapter
in Leonard's book The Ultimate Athlete called T h e dance within the game' in which Leonard argues that all
sports and, indeed, life in general are 'dances' because they are inherently musical and rhythmical.
Immediately prior to the 'Ultimate Athlete' statement, Leonard does recall a sports medicine study in
which dancers (he does not indicate whether or not they were mate dancers) achieved higher scores on a
range of physical and psychological tests than other athletes. However, when he writes 'the Ultimate
Athlete is a dancer', he seems to be suggesting that the best athletes, be they dancers or football players,
are all 'dancers' in the sense that they have a keen sense of the innate rhythm in whatever it is they do. As
Clarke and Crisp suggest, James A. Michener also quotes Leonard's 'Ultimate Athlete' statement, although
I have only been able to source the passage to Michener's book Michener On Sport (1977) (not Sports
America) in which he quotes Leonard in m u c h greater length than the two sentences which appear in
Clarke and Crisp (1984). Michener's commentary on the passage also suggests that a number of
interpretations of Leonard's original statement are possible. Michener writes: 'I endorse the conclusions
stated in that second paragraph (which includes Leonard's 'Ultimate Athlete' statement). The exquisite
moments I have k n o w n in sports have related more to the dance of the h u m a n figure than to anything
else; the spiritual freedom I have often found in games has derived specifically from the dancing body
seeking n e w forms and n e w releases' (p. 118).
13 Relatively recent examples include the choreography of Lloyd Newson's contemporary company D V 8
Physical Theatre and works such as Never Again, and Matthew Bourne's version of the ballet Swan Lake for
the company Adventures in Motion Pictures, in which the classically Romantic narrative is reworked to
explore repression of homosexuality and the fluidity of desire.
14 Although the dancer names himself in the text, which is written in thefirstperson, this name is not the
same as the book's author. It appears that the book is a distillation of some kind of primary source.

Chapter Five
1 Helpmann, himself, regularly referred to the ballet as his 'first love'.
2 The English Royal Ballet was initially k n o w n as the Vic-Wells Ballet (as it was when Helpmann joined
the company)and later the Saddler's Wells Ballet. The company received its Royal Charter in 1956.
3 The family surname is spelt here with only one 'n'. Robert Helpmann added a second 'n' to his surname
in the early 1930s apparently to make his name seem more 'foreign' (Salter, 1978, p. 54), a c o m m o n
practice amongst British born ballet dancers during this period.
4 Although called 'The Helpman Family History', the book is mostly devoted to the history of the
Gardiners, Mary Helpman's o w n family and the upbringing and career of her famous son.
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5 A further collection of Helpmann's letters exists, but will not be available for public inspection until
2003.
6 In this chapter I quote from a number of newspaper and magazine clippings from Helpmann's personal
archive. A s with this quote, I was unable to establish the page number in all cases.
7 Written in thefirstperson, the article is preceded by the following text: 'In our series on Australians
recalling themselves at 18, Chris Ashton talks with 73-year-old Sir Robert Helpmann'. This suggests that
the article was not written by Helpmann, but more likely by the journalist from notes or an audio
recording of a conversation with him. It would also have been impossible for Helpmann, born in 1909, to
have been 73 w h e n the article was published.
8 The 'Cross' refers to Kings Cross, the inner city suburb of Sydney well k n o w n for its night life.
9 A s with many of the historical details of Helpmann's life, the age quoted here is inconsistent with other
accounts. Most accounts say Helpmann arrived in England in early 1933 which would have m a d e him 23.
10 A fashionable n e w style of trouser at the time.
11 Rawlings is thanked for her contributions in the book's acknowledgments.
12 Here I a m conscious of drawing reviews of Helpmann's performances from an archive compiled by his
o w n secretary. It is, of course, possible that negative reviews were deliberately excluded. However, there is
no shortage of negative reviews of Helpmann's later work in this archive, both as a dancer and as an actor,
suggesting that these early accounts are reasonably representative.
13 The article makes no mention of h o w this 'difficult task' was achieved.
14 Frederick Ashton was another early m e m b e r of de Valois' company, and after a short and mosdy
unsuccessful career as a dancer, went on to become one of English ballet's most celebrated
choreographers.
15 Within their social circle Ashton, Chappell and Helpmann were apparendy k n o w n as 'the three Graces'
(Kavanagh, 1996, p. 160).
16 This should not be taken to imply that talking publicly about one's sexuality is n o w an unproblematic
matter for people w h o do not identify as heterosexual.
17 This is certainly not to suggest that his work was universally appreciated, even in Australia where he
was welcomed h o m e in the 1950s as something of a prodigal son. M a n y ballet and theatre people
considered Helpmann an imposter: '(s)ome said that Helpmann, as dancer, was a splendid actor and, as
actor, a splendid dancer' (Kennedy, 1986).
18 According to Kavanagh (1996), following W W I I , Ninette de Valois, Ashton's director at the Sadler's
Wells/Royal Ballet, hired the leading Russian choreographer, Leonid Massine. Apparendy, she wanted
Massine to make work for the company's male dancers, w h o m de Valois felt were not being sufficiendy
challenged by Ashton.
19 I place 'pioneered' in inverted c o m m a s here because, as I have suggested, the idea that ballet should
focus on movement rather than story was not new.
20 In referencing Burt (1995) here, I a m aware that he does not concur with the formalist view that
Western theatrical dance has become a non-representational practice. However, Burt's point is that despite
eschewing characterisation and narrative, dance can still be treated as representing something, in Burt's

286

case he is interested in representations of masculinity in theatrical dance. That is, B u n is not disputing the
point that theatrical forms of characterisation and narrative in dance have become less important to
choreographers in the course of the 20 th century. Rather, he is saying that contemporary forms of ballet
and modern dance can still be 'read', whereas formalist accounts have tended to want to see dance as
'pure' movement, representing nothing.
21 D r u m m o n d (1997, p. 5), w h o saw Helpmann dance in the 1940s, describes him as 'grotesque'.
22 It is probably not a coincidence that the ballets Helpmann choreographed are rarely performed and
generally considered trivial works. A s w e have seen, they were most often criticised for not containing
enough 'dance'.
23 O n this point, there is a small but thought provoking literature which shows h o w women's unpaid
domestic work is crucial in the lives of 'talented' children. A n excellent example of this is Thompson's
(1999) article, T h e game begins at home: women's labor in the service of sport'.

Chapter Six
1 Throughout Chapters Six through Nine, pseudonyms have been used for all names and places.
2 I a m not arguing here that being 'a skinny kid' leads inevitably to not enjoying or deciding not to play
football. M a n y boys and girls play, enjoy, and succeed at rugby football in Australia despite lacking the
muscular physiques stereotypically associated with it. A n d research suggests that some male and female
participants in rough contact sports are highly attuned to the 'feel' of contact and value it highly (Gard &
Meyenn, 2000; Theberge, 1999; Young, 1997).
3 It is crucial to point out here that it is not m y intention to engage in the wider philosophical question of
a definition of dance. M y point is simply to consider the effect of witnessing theatrical dancing which, for
Laurence, was clearly a significant event.

Chapter Seven
1 By using the word 'understand' here, I a m not suggesting that this is a justified belief. What I a m
foregrounding is m y o w n embodied 'knowledge' gleaned from watching and listening to particular gay
m e n whose company I have found pleasurable, humorous and, above all, memorable in the sense that it
has stayed 'with me'. This is in no way meant to disguise the fact this 'knowledge' could be interpreted as
perjorative, perhaps even homophobic, and complicit with a particular stereotype of gay men. In fact, if
anything, it is this aspect of m y interaction with NeiL its 'scriptedness' on my part, that I a m highlighting.
2 D V 8 is a highly regarded, English contemporary dance company well known for its treatment of sexual
politics in its choreography.

Chapter Eight
1 'Grommy', short for 'grommet', is a surf-slang term for a young male surfer.
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2 W e only need to recall the sensation which surrounded the self-'outing' of Ian Roberts, an Australian
rugby league footballer, and the apparent newsworthiness of this event to appreciate h o w strongly the
various football codes are symbolically linked to male heterosexuality.

Chapter Nine
1 However, it is worth remembering that, for Laurence, this m o m e n t was both extremely pleasurable and,
only after seeing himself in the mirror, 'dangerous'.
2 For example, Foucault (quoted in Rabinow, 1991, p. 351) argues: '(f)rom the idea that the self is not
given to us, I think that there is only one practical consequence: w e have to create ourselves as a work of
art.'
3

Although it is not clear, I assume that by 'I found that fall over' Simon means that he overcame his initial

disinterest in ballet.
4 _>ora's company' refers to the Borovansky Ballet, the most prominent of the early Australian ballet
companies and a forerunner to the Australian Ballet.
5 I a m grateful to Jan Wright for this insight

Chapter Ten
1 Here I a m reminded of The Full Monty, another recent film that deals with masculinity in northern
industrial England, in which the small but unmistakable sub-plot of gay relations between two of the
leading characters tended not tofigurein discussion about thefilm'ssignificance.
2 Even using the word 'dance' in this context is not without its problems. While Westerners m a y think of
'dance' as a form of entertainment or recreation, and thus something separate from 'everyday' movement,
the activity which anthropologists have called 'dance' in tribal cultures appears to fulfil very different social
functions. Thus, it is not at all clear that the word 'dance', as used by Westerners, is an appropriate name
to give to anything that happens in non-Western cultures.
3 Despite Buder's extensive use of Foucault, it is hard to imagine that he would have been comfortable
with Buder's discursive reductionism and the extent to which it seeks to lay subjectivity open to
inspection. A s Philp (1985, p. 80) says with respect to Foucault's philosophy, '(t)his m a y leave us no longer
sure w h o and what w e essentially are, but Foucault will have succeeded if he has left us believing that no
one can k n o w this with greater certainty than ourselves.'
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